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Introduction 


All are witnesses 
to what we have seen and heard 
of God's Redeeming Love, 

Christ's Empowering Grace and the 
Spirit's Reconciling Power. 

W hen one's life in one week encompass- 
es a friend's sudden malignancy, an 
accident that claimed the life of a trea- 
sured sixteen year old, the return of a young 
adult daughter to celebrate and enjoy five other 
young women with whom she has forged bonds 
of sisterhood, telephone news of the impending 
death of a beloved author, who has perhaps 
taught me more about redemption and reconcil- 
iation than anyone else, and a tiny interracial 
child born to a family who have struggled and 
triumphed, it is almost impossible not to witness 
to the grace and power that sustains and blesses. 

The sermons in this collection are born out of 
similar moments of connection and celebration. 
The preachers and writers have used the 
Scriptures and their life experiences to share their 
joy, pain, grief, commitment, insight and vision. 
Mennonite Brethren women have lived their 
faith through the centuries from the Anabaptist 
caves to the steppes of Russia, to the plains of 
Canada and Kansas, and the cities of Winnipeg, 
Kinshasa, Fresno, Sao Paulo and Kobe. Like the 
apostles, "they cannot but speak of what they 
have seen and heard." 

Like Mary Magdalene, the other Mary, 
Joanna, and Salome, the women who have given 
their witness in these pages have decided to take 
seriously Jesus' words, "Do not be afraid; I know 
you are looking for Jesus who was crucified ... 
Go, tell his disciples that he is going ahead of 


you to Galilee, there you will see him." (Matt. 
28:5-7; Mark 16:7, Luke 24:8-9) It is not always 
easy to go and tell, especially when your own 
eyes are clouded with doubt, fear, or tears. But 
the sermons in this collection seek to give a faith- 
ful witness to what has been seen and heard, 
lived and experienced. They are shared with the 
hope that others may come to know Jesus as 
Lord. 

All are witnesses to what we have seen 
and heard. From the opening of the heavens to 
the times of waiting, suffering, and dying, there 
will be glimpses of faith and visions of heaven 
that will strengthen your own relationship with 
God and others. Women's preaching has often 
been characterized as more experiential, more 
grounded in the everyday living moments of 
family, work, nurture, and delight. The stories, 
the history, the flexibility, the waiting, the con- 
tentment that stand between the promise and 
the fulfillment are all here giving witness to what 
it is like to walk through life with God. 

All are witnesses to what we have seen 
and heard of God's redeeming love. This 
God is The Kind of Dad we come home to. This 
God journeys with us and sees us when we are in 
the deserts of our lives. This God births us and 
loves us like a mother. This God keeps promises 
and is faithful even when we are unfaithful, for- 
getful, and sinful. 

All are witnesses to what we have seen 
and heard of Christ's empowering grace. 

Many of us worry about God's judgment, and 
our seeming inability to live up to what we've 



ALL ARE WITNESSES 


xi 


heard, taught, and preached. In the Parable of the 
Wheat and Weeds, one is both comforted and cor- 
rected. Freedom, grace, belonging, Treasures in 
Clay Pots, Living Deeply, giving thanks In Spite of 
the Lions - these are words and images of empow- 
ering grace. And the stories of Mary Magdalene 
and Giving Birth to Death in Life cleanse, strength- 
en, and purify us to go on living our own stories 
of grace, empowered by Christ Jesus our Lord. 

All are witnesses to what we have seen 
and heard of the Spirit's reconciling power. 

All of us experience sin, prejudice, racism, pover- 
ty, environmental disasters, conflict, coercive 
power, and walls that separate and destroy. These 
are the times when we cry "Maranatha!" and 
long for peace, hope, and joy. And the Spirit 
comes to us in restoring a relationship, in rejoic- 
ing over walls bridged, walls broken down, and 
walls with doors. Love, power, forgiveness, 
restoration, conviction, comfort, shalom — these 
are the fruits of the Spirit who reconciles, 
restores, renews, and sends forth. 

Mennonite Brethren women have been 
teaching and preaching from the pulpit, as well 
as in the classroom, the marketplace and the 
home. In India, Karuna Shri Joel not only 
preached, she taught preaching. In Zaire, Mama 
Kadi and others regularly go on evangelistic tours 
and preach the word in season and out of season. 
In Japan, many MB pastors speak freely of how 


the late Ruth Wiens Funk nurtured them into 
faith and then taught them to preach, teach, and 
minister. In Canada and the United States, a few 
MB women preach on a fairly regular weekly or 
monthly basis. Many others are given the oppor- 
tunity to preach only on occasion; or perhaps 
once or twice a year. 

In a few cases the sermon submitted for this 
collection was simply the first or the last one the 
contributor preached. Some of the authors have 
had other sermons published before, in Christian 
Ministry, Mennonite Brethren Herald, or The 
Christian Leader but most of these preachers said 
they had never thought of submitting their ser- 
mons for publication. Some of the contributors 
are more comfortable with pen than pulpit. 
Some submissions were more suited to spoken 
word than to written form. It is hard to capture 
the energy, the spirit, the feelings, the facial 
expressions, and gestures on paper, but those 
chosen are clear in their message of love and 
faith and their witness to grace and reconcilia- 
tion. 

As these sermons are read and reread may 
they deepen your own experience of God's 
redeeming love, Christ's empowering grace and 
the Spirit's reconciling power so that you too 
may go forth to speak openly of all that you have 
seen and heard. 

Delores Friesen 
Fresno, 1996 





All are witnesses to what we 
have seen and heard 




JEAN JANZEN 


You Will See Heaven Open 

John 1:43-51 • I Samuel 3:1-10 • Psalm 139:1-6, 13-18 


O ur scriptures this morning have given 
us, once again, the gift of wholeness of 
life. The calling of Samuel, the awe of 
the Psalmist, and the miracles of Jesus 
would seem to be those dazzling interventions in 
life for which we sometimes long. But these 
events are, in a sense, dramatizations of what 
goes on around us and within us every day, what 
we are called to see, to hear, to taste, smell, and 
touch. 

In writing and teaching poetry writing, I am 
often reminding myself and my students to use 
the senses, to be aware of these physical ways in 
which we know. The tendency is to think and 
write in abstractions — generalities and ideas 
often as good and grand as Love and Faith, valu- 
able, and yet often as thin as air, for we listen and 
know with our bodies as well as our minds, and 
we find it harder to connect until the language is 
incarnated, until it becomes flesh. And so these 
Biblical texts flesh out again — little Samuel rises 
in his rumpled nightgown, the Psalmist reminds 
us that we were "knit together in our mother's 
womb," and Jesus visualizes Nathaniel under a 
fig tree. Body and spirit brought together, the 
divine and ordinary in one. 

Jesus, in coming to earth, in becoming one 


with us in the flesh, is our supreme revelation of 
what this means. The angels descending and 
ascending are now with us in a new way — the 
Son of God is here. But tmly, angels, the divine 
among us? Easier to believe on Sunday than on 
Monday when we rise in the gray of the day to 
our work, our joints aching. We want it; how 
can this awareness become more real for us? 

One way is to practice it as a discipline, as 
described in the little book, Practicing the Presence 
of God, by Brother Lawrence. My housewifely 
spirit responded as he described this discipline in 
the context of his kitchen work. On the other 
hand, I didn't have the structure of the 
monastery around me, the required and possible 
quiet times, daily communal prayers, or the assis- 
tance of that community in my household with 
my four children. The pietism which my church 
taught me was a help, and I treasure that stream 
of dependence on Bible reading and prayer. 
What needed to happen for me, however, was to 
move from guilt as the impulse to a freed desire 
for the presence, and to recognize that no matter 
whether I sought God or not, God is here. We 
must simply respond, "I AM HERE." And this we 
also need to be taught to say, as Samuel was. We 
think of Samuel as a special child, raised in the 
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temple, but even he thought it was Eli calling. 
The Psalmist repeats in various metaphors how 
God's presence is inescapable — no matter how 
high we fly or how deep we immerse ourselves, 
God is there. And with Jesus, heaven opened in 
new ways forever. 

So we say, ' SPEAK LORD, I AM LISTENING/' 
but it can be terrifying. Samuel discovered that, 
as did David and the disciples. We want to hear 
only the words of comfort and reassurance, and 
what we hear is often wrenching. We hear God's 
holiness. This is the paradox: the weight and the 
lightness of heaven coming down to us. This, to 
me, is the holy challenge of our last decade in 
this millenium — to allow ourselves to be in the 
presence. The message of "peace and goodwill" 
comes with the weight of glory. Not the pow- 
dered sugar sifting on our Christmas gingerbread 
houses, not the fiberglass angel hair, but the 
blood, pain, and stench of childbirth, first of all, 
and that happening as we are born again and 
again. It means the tearing down of walls in our 
heart, to be willing to go out of ourselves and to 
really love our family, our friends, even our ene- 
mies. "For who can abide the day of his com- 
ing?" (Malachi 3:2 KJ). 

But heaven come down is also lightness. The 
angels ascend. It is "Comfort ye my people" 
(Isaiah 40:1 KJ). It is the promise that we are 
loved as we are, loved by a holy, awesome God, 
whom we also call "Daddy." Jesus called us to 
abide in him, to live in his lap, to know his nur- 
turing and understanding. This is the grace of 
acceptance and forgiveness which is a deep 
hunger in us all, one that no human can satisfy. 
This is the good news. Yet without the weight of 
God we cannot know his lightness. Without awe 
we do not really taste the need for mercy. Always 
it is both, if it is true for us. 


When we prepare worship services, direct our 
choirs, and lead our congregations in singing, 
prayer, and readings, we ask how we can best 
awaken our people to God among us. That is 
why we are here. Nathaniel in the John passage 
sitting under the fig tree may be somewhat like 
the person in our pews looking for the comfort 
of shade, waiting for something to happen, even 
cynical, perhaps, that any good can come. Then 
the Presence speaks to them and they are 
changed. 

It is interesting that we don't see Nathaniel's 
name mentioned again until the end of the 
gospel, after the resurrection, when again he is 
waiting among the other bewildered disciples. 
Their Christ, their leader, has showed himself, has 
opened his palms, but they are terrified. As disci- 
ples, what will be their fate? What are they to do? 
They wait and are bored, and decide to go fishing. 
And this time the Presence is a figure dim on the 
shore, as it sometimes is for us. Dare we follow 
his instructions? The disciples decide to risk it, 
and fish on the other side and pull in a full and 
heavy net. But all this depends on the Presence. 
And there Jesus is, building a small charcoal fire, 
blowing his breath for our bodily needs and for 
our enormous longing to know God. He will eat 
with his disciples; he will challenge them to fol- 
low as he did when he first met them. 

Jesus said, "Enter like a child," like Samuel. The 
Psalmist says, keep that sense of awe and wonder. 
All of us invite the presence when we respond to 
life and worship with the freshness of the child, 
and with the empty feeling in the stomach. The 
images, music and language of the artist, of the 
poetry in scripture, of visual symbols, can 
awaken us. But we must be there. The heavens 
are open and the one who joined with us is here. 
Such joy and such glory. Thanks be to God. 



MARY ANNE ISAAK 


Between Promise And 

Fulfillment 

Acts 1 NRSV 


O ften in our Christian life, the time 
between a promise and the fulfillment 
seems to drag on forever. What is the 
purpose of this time of waiting? If all 
we do is sit back and wait, the time between the 
promise and its fulfillment becomes wasted. So 
what are we supposed to do during that time? 

Let's look at the story of Acts 1. There's a 
promise — the promise of the Holy Spirit — and 
there is waiting. I used to read this chapter as the 
necessary introduction to the good news of Acts 
2 when the promise is fulfilled and the Holy 
Spirit is poured out on Jesus' followers. But the 
story of Acts 1 is itself a message of good news. 
God's plan is that the time between promise and 
fulfillment is life-giving; it's a time for learning. 
The time between the promise and its fulfillment 
becomes dead time only if it's wasted in impa- 
tient, idle waiting. 

Let us look at the experience of the disciples. 
After Jesus' resurrection, he gave the disciples a 
promise. " While staying with them , he ordered 
them not to leave Jerusalem , but to wait there for the 
promise of the Father. 'This/ he said , 'is what you 
have heard from me; for John baptized with water ; 
but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit not 
many days from now " (Acts 1:4-5). And in verse 


8, the promise is repeated. "But you will receive 
power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and 
you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem , in all Judea 
and Samaria , and to the ends of the earth/" 

When Jesus promised that the Holy Spirit 
would come to the disciples, he commanded 
them to wait in Jerusalem. So they returned to 
Jerusalem and went to an upper room to wait. 
But how did they wait? Did they just set up their 
chairs in a circle and stare at each other? In that 
case, the waiting would have turned out to be 10 
very boring and very useless days. 

What kind of response does a promise 
require? What's wrong with just waiting? 

I remember clearly the Christmas Eve when 
Jon asked me to marry him. After the Christmas 
holidays he had to drive the 500 long miles back 
to the town in northern Canada where he was 
teaching. I stayed in the city. I thought the months 
till our wedding in July would never end. One 
day, I was complaining to my married sister. She 
scolded me, "Mary Anne, don't just keep wishing 
this time is over. Being engaged is the most excit- 
ing time of your life. Marriage is great, but the 
excitement and the intense feelings of being 
engaged don't last forever. Enjoy them now. Quit 
wasting this time by wishing it was over." 
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Response to a promise is more than just wish- 
ing the waiting was over. In Acts 1, the disciples' 
response to the promise was faithful living. 
While they waited, the disciples concentrated on 
following the pattern of faithful living that Jesus 
had modeled for them. And look at what hap- 
pened in the disciples' lives while they were wait- 
ing. Even before the promise was fulfilled, even 
before the Holy Spirit was poured out on them, 
God began changing their lives. 

The disciples learned to pray like Jesus 
prayed. For the ascension, Jesus had taken his 
followers to the mount called Olivet. This was 
one place that symbolized Jesus' prayer life. He 
had been in the habit of going to the Mount of 
Olives to pray for long periods of time. The last 
time the disciples had been at this mountain, 
Jesus asked them to pray with him. Then while 
Jesus prayed in agony before his betrayal, the dis- 
ciples fell asleep (Lk. 22:45-46). The mountain 
reminded the disciples that they were not very 
good at praying. But now, while they waited for 
the promise of the Holy Spirit, they gathered 
together and prayed. 

But how were they praying? Verse 14 says 
that "All these were constantly devoting themselves 
to prayer." The Greek word that describes how 
the disciples prayed is homothumadon. Homoth- 
umadon is a compound word made of two words 
meaning to "rush along" and "in unison." It's 
used only 12 times in the New Testament, and 10 
of those 12 are in the Book of Acts. "Rushing 
along in unison" is a word that helps us under- 
stand the uniqueness of the Christian commu- 
nity. Here in the upper room, even before the 
fulfillment of the promise, the followers of Jesus 
were rushing along in unison as they worshipped 
together. They were already becoming a church. 

And as they gathered and prayed, they were 


reading the Scriptures and discerning God's will 
for their lives. Peter stood up and explained 
what he understood the Scriptures to be saying 
to them. They needed to choose a disciple to 
replace Judas. The group agreed and together 
they chose Matthias to join the twelve. 

Between the time of the promise of the Holy 
Spirit and the fulfillment, the followers of Jesus 
responded with faithful living. God blessed 
them, and even before the promise was fulfilled 
at Pentecost, God began changing their lives. 
They learned to talk to God like they never had 
before. They began experiencing the dynamics 
of faith, the fellowship and unity of the church, 
and they discerned God's practical will for their 
lives. 

Then later, when the fulfillment of the 
promise came, they were ready. When the Holy 
Spirit was poured out on Jesus' followers, there 
was an explosion of new power which gave 
energy to the changes God had already begun in 
their lives while they waited. 

In our lives too, waiting for God to fulfill his 
promises doesn't mean that we do nothing and 
wait for God to do it all. Response to a promise 
means faithful living. And then, even before the 
promise is completely fulfilled God can do 
incredible things in and through us. 

Last year Jon and I claimed a promise from 
the Bible for ourselves. We had both been semi- 
nary students for four years and were planning to 
graduate in May. We had many questions about 
what would happen after graduation. Would we 
find a job? Where should we apply? And so we 
claimed a promise from Exodus 33:14. God says 
to Moses, "My presence will go with you and I will 
give you rest. " For us this promise also meant that 
God would direct us where to go. Then we 
needed to wait for this promise to be fulfilled. 
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After much praying, in October, we applied to 
our mission board. We were accepted for a Bible 
teaching position in Lesotho. It seemed that 
God was quickly fulfilling the promise we had 
claimed. But then we got a letter saying that our 
mission board was having financial problems 
and we wouldn't know until March whether we 
would have a position. March was many 
months away. Waiting was difficult. 

Jon and I waited for a long time for the word 
from the mission board about whether we would 
be able to go. It was a time of praying, talking to 
others, and listening to their words of discern- 
ment. While we waited, God continued to be 
faithful. It became a time of creativity for us. We 
wondered whether this was God's way of telling 
us to look for a job in North America, or to apply 
for ministry with another mission agency. So we 
explored the possibilities and asked ourselves lots 
of questions about what direction we wanted our 
lives to take in the future. In the discussion, we 
discovered new ideas about our long term goals 
that we had never considered before. While we 
waited for God to fulfill the promise we had 
claimed, God taught us many things. Then in 
March, the mission board asked us to teach at St. 
Petersburg Christian University. After much wait- 


ing, God was fulfilling his promise to direct us. 
We know that God's presence directed us to St. 
Petersburg. 

In Acts 1, the disciples received the promise 
of the Holy Spirit. They responded to the 
promise with faithful living and God came to 
them during the time of waiting, and made even 
that time a time of blessing. 

What about you? Which promise from the 
Bible have you been claiming for your own life? 
Has God begun to fulfill that promise already? 
Then be glad, and encourage others by telling 
them how God has been working in your life. 

Are you still waiting to see how God will actu- 
ally fulfill his promise in your life? Then take 
courage. Waiting for God to fulfill his promises is 
not just an unfortunate necessity. It's a normal 
part of God's plan. Despite the confusion and 
uncertainty, God asks us to respond to his 
promises with faithful living. And he comes to 
us during the time of waiting with blessing. 

God's plan is that the time between promise 
and fulfillment is life-giving; it's a time for learn- 
ing. The waiting is not an idle time of doing 
nothing; it is a time of growth and creativity, a 
time when we "rush along in unison" growing 
closer to God and to each other. 




LINDA MATTIES 


Facets of Joy: 

A Librarian Introduces I John 

1 John 1:1-4 


I n many ways the books of the Bible present a 
nightmare for librarians. I John does so in 
more ways than some of the other books. 
You see, when librarians get a book for their 
libraries they like to have all the pertinent data 
right there. There needs to be a title, an author, a 
publisher, a copyright date and all the other tech- 
nical details that make the job of cataloguing 
books a little easier. Unfortunately, in the days 
when the various books of the Bible were written, 
neither library science nor the publishing indus- 
try had reached their present state of evolution. 

Because of this "backward" or "lamentable" 
state of affairs (speaking , of course, from a librar- 
ian's point of view) theologians have written 
tons of books in which they argue about things 
like who wrote various books of the Bible, when 
did the writing occur, what kind of literature is it 
and what was the specific occasion or problem 
that prompted the writing. 

So, who wrote I John? In some books of the 
Bible, particularly the epistles, the writer actually 
identifies himself. Paul tells us who he is when he 
writes by putting his name at the very beginning. 
Other biblical writers don't follow his educated 
example, however, and so the speculation begins. 
For many scholars there is a strong belief that 


someone named John wrote I John. That makes 
sense to us from our modern point of view. The 
next question we need to answer is which John 
or John who? There is more than one John men- 
tioned in the Bible. There is John the Baptist, but 
he wasn't left with much of a head for literature. 
We also know that Jesus had a disciple named 
John. 

Unfortunately, John the disciple was only the 
son of a Galilean fishing magnate and apparently 
they weren't interested in nor did they have the 
opportunity for a lot of education. So, if it was 
John the disciple, when did he enroll in Creative 
Writing 101? There is one other possibility. They 
didn't have Dictaphones in those days so maybe 
he dictated to someone else. 

Of course, there are other people who believe 
that John didn't write the epistle at all. Appar- 
ently, it was customary for writers to borrow the 
names of important and highly regarded people 
to lend credibility to things they wrote. If this is 
true, then maybe Phoebe or Nathaniel or Lydia 
or someone else wrote the book and simply used 
John's name. 

When was I John written? This question goes 
in two different directions. On the one hand, we 
want to know the exact "copyright" date or year 
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that it was written. On the other hand, we want 
to know if it was written before or after the 
gospel of John. Since we are given no exact copy- 
right date the best we can do is guess. Our 
guesses are dependent on how we answer the 
second part of the question. That is, was I John 
written before or after the gospel? 

Those who believe it was written before the 
gospel find evidence in the gospel that elaborates 
on the ideas in the epistle. That is, we get more 
information on the same theme in the gospel 
with examples from Jesus' life and teaching. 
Those who believe it was written after the gospel 
suggest that the ideas expressed in I John assume 
knowledge of the gospel's existence and of its 
accepted interpretation. 

There are definite references in I John to the 
fact that the readers had some previous teaching. 
We don't know, however, if this was written 
teaching or oral teaching. Remember, this was a 
time when few people knew how to read. 

It was probably written some time in the sec- 
ond half of the first century. Once again, the 
exact date isn't that important. The message is 
the same. 

What was the setting of I John or where was 
it written? Again, we are given no clues. There is 
no specific church or city that is identified in any 
way. There is some belief that the apostle John 
lived in or around Ephesus. 

What kind of writing or literary genre is I John? 
On reading the book one senses that the author is 
addressing a problem that has developed in the 
Christian community. It has to do with the inter- 
pretation and practice of one's beliefs. Some mem- 
bers of the actual Christian community appear to 
have held some unusual beliefs. In fact, they may 
have gone so far as to form a splinter group and 
appear to have been actively attempting to get 


members from the original church to switch over. 

A number of the epistles are responses to spe- 
cific local problems. However, I John does not 
appear to be an epistle in the same sense as for 
example, Ephesians or Romans. There is no salu- 
tation to a special group of people and the writer 
doesn't introduce himself or herself. Instead, it 
launches right in to make its point. Therefore, it 
was probably written by someone within the 
church who was trying to teach the members of 
the church and help them find their way 
through the interpretive difficulties that some 
within the group had been advocating. Many 
theologians describe this problem as Gnosticism. 
A modern example of this kind of writing would 
be if we were to ask members of our leadership 
team to write study papers on an issue which we 
as a church are having difficulty with. 

Let's summarize what we know so far about 
I John. It may have been written by someone 
named John, possibly the disciple of Jesus and 
son of Zebedee. This same John is supposed to 
have written the gospel of John, but we're not 
sure which was written first. The copyright 
date is probably some time in the last half of 
the first century. It could have been written in 
Ephesus or some other part of Asia Minor, 
which is present day Turkey. It looks like it 
probably was a study paper written by a church 
leader to encourage and instruct church mem- 
bers who were struggling with false teaching. 

From a librarian's perspective we haven't 
done too well. Cataloguing this book could 
prove difficult. However, the one thing we 
haven't looked at yet is the message itself. Let's 
do that now. 

That which was from the beginning ; which 
we have heard, which we have seen with our 
eyes, which we have looked at and our hands 
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have touched — this we proclaim concerning 
the Word of life. The life appeared; we have 
seen it and testify to it , and we proclaim to 
you the eternal life , which was with the 
Father and has appeared to us. We proclaim 
to you what we have seen and heard, so that 
you also may have fellowship with us. And 
our fellowship is with the Father and with 
his Son, Jesus Christ. We write this to make 
our joy complete. (I John 1:1-4) 

The message is authentic. 

The writer begins by setting out the purpose 
for writing and gives us some " documentation" 
for the validity of the contents. The writer claims 
to have the authority of first hand evidence, 
namely, that which was heard, seen, and 
touched. The evidence related to the word of life. 
This word of life had been brought to the com- 
munity by proclamation and those who pro- 
claimed had first hand knowledge of what they 
were talking about. 

The authenticity of the information is 
described in a multisensory way. On the one 
hand, there is a powerful literary device that gives 
emphasis to the point being made. On the other 
hand, it denotes real, physical experiences. We 
are not just getting something third hand. Real 
ears have heard something. Real eyes have seen 
something. Real hands have touched something. 
Real experiences stand behind the message. 

The message is about the word of life. 

This life is also described as appearing so that 
it can be seen and verified by witnesses. It is eter- 
nal life. The Greek word for "eternal" is related 
to the English word "eon". The message of this 
word of life is not just for one generation, but for 
eons and eons. The gospel of John talks about 


Jesus as the word and also as the life. So both 
these ideas are found in the gospel and in I John. 

The message has been around from the 
beginning. 

The first verse starts out with "that which was 
from the beginning." "That" and "which" are pro- 
nouns and if you remember any grammar lessons 
you know that pronouns have ante-cedents. That 
means they refer to some noun. So to what noun 
does "that which" refer? If we only refer to the 
text in English we might think it refers to "Word" 
or to "life" or to "father" or to "fellowship" 
because these are all nouns in that sentence. 

However, when we read the text in Greek we 
discover that the pronoun is neuter. Greek has 
three genders. None of the nouns in the list fits. 
"Word" and "father" are masculine. "Life" and 
"fellowship" are feminine. 

To complicate matters even further verses 1 to 
3 are all one long sentence. The only neuter ref- 
erence is the gospel message. The appeal is to the 
gospel message which they had already heard. 

The effect of the message is fellowship 

Fellowship refers to meaningful interaction. 
In order for meaningful interaction to occur 
there must be some kind of common bond. The 
common bond is the gospel message about the 
word of eternal life. Fellowship operates in two 
directions. There is a "one another" dimension. 
Fellowship operates between believers. There is a 
divine dimension. It also operates between 
believers and God. 

The result of the common bond with the 
message of joy. 

The experience of fellowship yields joy. Most 
of the time, having fellowship is synonymous 
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with having a good time together. This can be 
just talking about one's week. It can be praying 
together about one's needs. It can be blending 
one's voices together in harmonious singing. It 
can be having a sense of accomplishment from 
working together. 

There are times when we are called upon to 
fellowship in one another's sufferings. That 
means standing alongside and weeping with 
someone who is experiencing a hard time. How- 
ever, the fellowship mentioned in this particular 
text is the "good time" variety. 

Fellowship around the common bond of the 
gospel message makes our joy full or complete. 
The Greek word that is translated as full or com- 
plete is related to two English words "plurality" 
or "plethora." This refers to the many aspects or 
facets of joy. Just as the many facets of a dia- 
mond cause it to sparkle so the many facets of 
our fellowship give us joy. 

The municipality of Matsqui recently cele- 
brated its centennial. Part of that celebration 
included the publication of a book entitled The 
Church in the Valley. 

Somehow, our pastor got wind of the fact that 
I like history so he gave me the task of writing 
the history of West Clearbrook Community 
Church. Since I was a charter member I was qual- 
ified to write about what I have seen and heard 
and touched. I did my best to describe what the 
church was about. I began with the church's mis- 
sion statement. I also wrote down some of the 
things I had seen and heard about as the church 
tried to put its mission statement into practice. 

I would be willing to bet, however, that if 


someone else had been asked to write the story 
of West Clearbrook Church, it might have looked 
and sounded quite different. Another writer may 
not have referred to the previously written mis- 
sion statement as his or her starting point. One 
of the reasons for this is that different people 
have different interests and concerns. They look 
at the church from the various angles of these 
interests and concerns. Another reason is that 
different audiences require different responses. 

If we keep this example in mind, it is a little 
easier to understand some of the things I have 
told you about I John. If a church with a four- 
year history could come up with different ver- 
sions of its story, it is hardly surprising that 
interpreting the Bible, which was written thou- 
sands of years ago and has been interpreted for 
just as long, has some difficulties. No wonder 
interpreters don't agree! It isn't possible to go 
back and check with the charter members. If 
they had a mission statement we don't have 
access to a copy. Nor do we have access to the 
minutes of their congregational meetings. 

All we have is this particular text. It is a text 
that makes a strong claim to be authentic. It is a 
text that invites us to join the fellowship of those 
who have gone before and have accepted its mes- 
sage. We are called upon to stand in solidarity 
with previous generations of Christians who have 
heard and seen and experienced the message 
about the word of life. We are to receive the wit- 
ness of their testimony so we in turn can pass it 
on. We, who know what it is to have fellowship 
with God and with one another, can also be wit- 
nesses who see, hear and experience. Our fellow- 
ship can know all of the facets or fullness of joy! 
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Baskets of Faith 

Exodus 2:1-10 • Acts 9:17-25 • John 6:8-14 


S ummer's End sermons are a challenge, 
especially when they are surrounded by 
farewells and good-byes, leave takings and 
new beginnings. Our family was up at 4 
a.m. yesterday to put one daughter on the plane 
and will be up again at 4 a.m. tomorrow to see 
the other daughter off to college. It is an excit- 
ing time but also a heart-rending time. Last 
week, our college students shared some of their 
adventures of learning and faith, and it was 
thrilling to see their growth. We also said 
farewell to one of our pastors last Sunday, and 
wished this family Godspeed in their new ven- 
tures. Saying good-bye is difficult. Some of us 
try to avoid it; none of us like it. It takes courage 
and faith to say good-bye, to leave, to risk, to step 
out into new territory and new ventures. But it 
is also exhilarating, eye opening, and growth 
producing to leave, to venture forth, to change 
venues, jobs, roommates, classrooms. 

For some of us, it has been a summer of 
underemployment and unemployment. For 
others it has been a summer of health struggles, 
accidents, dealing with loss of mobility, constant 
pain and times of confusion and worry, with 
news of terminal illness and death of loved ones 
and friends. Meanwhile, around us in the wider 


context of our community, nation and world, 
the violence and needs have escalated beyond 
comprehension — four murders in Fresno in one 
weekend, doubled car thefts and armed rob- 
beries, continued carnage in Bosnia-Herzego- 
vina, escalating threats of war with Saddam, mas- 
sive starvation in Ethiopia and Somalia, untold 
devastation from Hurricane Andrew. 

It is times like these that test our faith; it is 
these events and struggles and joys that call forth 
faith, and cause it to grow. As a Christian, a 
teacher and a parent, I hear and see my students', 
my children's, and my own questions and 
actions, and I wonder, "Will their faith, will my 
faith carry us through? How firm is the founda- 
tion? Can this latest challenge increase faith; or 
will it threaten to undo us? Will our children 
and young adults become cynical, bitter, and dis- 
illusioned or will they keep the faith?" 

In our family, for example, we have just 
received news of yet another life-threatening 
cancer, and having lost two friends to cancer 
only a few weeks after diagnosis this summer 
does not make it easy to cope with the latest 
news. We watch our children struggle with these 
things for the first time and wonder if their bas- 
kets of faith will hold. 
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It is at times like these that I return to the sto- 
ries of faith— Jochebed and the basket made of 
bulrushes, Paul let down over the wall in a basket, 
and the 12 baskets of fragments leftover. The 
communion table today holds symbols of faith, 
namely baskets from Bangladesh, Africa, the 
Philippines, and the USA, strands, colorful, 
somber, tiny, large, round, square, rough, neat, 
beautiful, and not so beautiful. The plants in the 
baskets symbolize growth in faith. Perhaps the 
colors, shapes, and histories of these symbols can 
help you remember this teaching from the Word. 

I can not imagine what it would be like to 
make a tiny basket of wet bulrushes, daubing it 
with bitumen and pitch, knowing for what it 
would be used. To set an infant, a dearly loved 
boy child afloat on the Nile River must have 
taken courage and faith. I will, however, soon 
know what it is like to set the last child on that 
journey to college that forever changes their 
lives — and I suppose the modern tasks of shop- 
ping, packing, and reminding are bathed with 
some similar thoughts and prayers — wondering 
what will happen to the child, who might dis- 
cover him, how best to hand the child over to 
others to care for him, to teach him, to watch 
over his growth and development. Like baby 
Moses, our children's safety often depends on the 
compassion and knowledge of others. The big 
sister stood by and did her part perfectly; the 
mother so able to trust, to release, to risk is named 
in the Hebrews 11 list of heroes of faith; the 
princess rescued and provided much to develop 
the needed skills and knowledge for Moses to lead 
the children of Israel out of Egypt into the 
Promised Land. But it all started with a basket of 
faith, a tiny basket, a mighty risk, a life and death 
gamble and one small child. 

Some of you in this congregation know much 


more than I do about "at risk" children — you live 
with them, you teach them every day. Those of 
you who have infants and young children in 
your care should take courage from this story. A 
mother's faith, a creative idea, the courage to 
actually carry out the plan, the ability to allow 
another to nurture and parent one's child — these 
are some of the things I see in this first basket of 
faith. So go ahead and weave your baskets, a 
daub of pitch here and there, and risk setting 
them afloat — or if you are the sister or the 
princess (read adoptive parent, teacher, 
employer, politician, policy maker, idea person) 
don't dam up your abilities to see and to make 
suggestions, don't staunch your urges of com- 
passion! Reach out, see the potential, give freely 
and generously, ask, keep trying, find a way to 
give that child or that person what he or she 
needs. This basket of faith denotes courage, risk, 
care, compassion and reminds us of the others 
who mother, father, and mentor our children. 

The context of the next story is also a time of 
danger and opportunity. I asked the reader to 
begin with verse 1 7, so you would have the back- 
ground for when this basket escape actually hap- 
pened. Perhaps you want to turn to it again — 
Acts 9. The chapter begins with Saul, still breath- 
ing threats and murder against the disciples of 
the Lord. It then recounts the Damascus Road 
experience - a remarkable conversion, to say the 
least. Paul has remained for three days without 
sight, neither eating nor drinking during that 
time. Meanwhile Ananias is spoken to in a 
vision and asked to go to Saul — he questions the 
sanity of such action, and hesitates to go, but 
does as he was asked, and Saul receives his sight 
and is filled with the Holy Spirit. He then was 
baptized and took food and was strengthened. 
Quite a faith story! "Miraculous conversion", we 
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would call it, or "a 90 degree turnaround." Faith 
engendered by visions; a persecutor being 
stopped blind in his tracks. Surely this kind of 
conversion is lasting and powerful. Just think of 
being present at that baptism! For several days 
Paul stays in Damascus, teaching and proclaim- 
ing Jesus, amazing his hearers, and confounding 
the Jews who lived in Damascus by proving that 
Jesus was the Christ. But soon there was a Jew- 
ish plot to kill him; the gates were being watched 
day and night, so there was little chance to 
escape. Imagine yourself in Saddam's Iraq, or 
war torn Bosnia, or even in Somalia or Ethiopia, 
or the hurricane's path, without food and water, 
with a price on your head, within a city sur- 
rounded by a wall and gates. Those of you who 
have been in Israel know these are not ordinary 
walls and gates. They are 12 feet tall, several feet 
thick, armed guards at every gate, soldiers and 
enemies everywhere. There is no place you feel 
safe, no sure escape from death and devasta- 
tion — and then you realize what a daring, imag- 
inative escape the disciples of Paul engineered. 
By night they let him down over the wall, lower- 
ing him in a basket. It must have been a good, 
big, strong basket — the kind they use to carry 
bushels of grain or loads of produce in the Mid- 
dle East. Still it took faith, courage, hope, and 
that willingness again to risk. I wonder if they 
thought "What if someone sees us?" Or per- 

haps they wondered if they too, would lose their 
lives if the escape plot was foiled. Saul the perse- 
cutor, becomes Paul the fugitive, running for his 
life. In a mere basket, he escapes and goes on to 
Jerusalem, to a fruitful life of three missionary 
journeys, establishing church after church and 
authoring a large portion of the New Testament. 
What if they had not dared to use the basket? 

I don't know what your personal walls are or 


from what you may be running. Perhaps you 
are bombarded by thoughts or doubts that you 
can't shake. Or perhaps you fight depression or 
anxiety, feelings of failure. Maybe you have ene- 
mies of the soul or body that seek to do you in. 
Living with intense or constant emotional or 
physical pain, weakness, fear, loneliness, rejec- 
tion or disability takes its toll. Paul's enemies 
were watching the gates day and night to kill 
him; but his disciples took him and let him 
down, lowering him in a basket. I like the com- 
munity action here — it was a group of disciples 
that were able to fashion the escape. The story 
reminds us of the paralyzed man who couldn't 
get near to Jesus without the help of his friends 
and a daring rooftop exposure, lowering him 
down into the room where Jesus was. There are 
times in our lives when we cannot escape our- 
selves, our situation, our fears, our enemies, 
without the help of others. And sometimes it 
may take being lowered OVER the wall in a bas- 
ket. Now, I don't know about you but I think it 
would take faith for me to get in a mere basket 
and be lowered over one of those massive 12 
foot high walls. But the friends provided a way, 
and Paul made his escape to safety. They took a 
risk, they did a daring thing, they joined hands 
to care for their hunted friend. In the counseling 
room I often experience this basket of faith — 
somehow in the telling and sharing of difficul- 
ties, the pain is lessened, the escape is made pos- 
sible. 

The third story comes from the life of Jesus — 
and it is a familiar tale. The Sunday School pic- 
tures when I was a little girl always showed the 
young lad with a basket lunch — his five barley 
loaves and two fish becoming enough to feed all 
those people seemed only slightly more miracu- 
lous to me than the 12 baskets filled with frag- 
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ments left by those who had eaten. I see the pic- 
tures of the children in Somalia, and I think of 
this story. I hear the teachers' tales and read 
about the overcrowding, the lack of support and 
supplies in our schools and I wonder why we 
seem to always work with scarcity and never with 
overflow. I sit in on our budget discussions at this 
church and wonder what would happen if we 
had $12,000 excess to joyfully distribute instead 
of a shortfall, or 12 new givers who regularly con- 
tributed Sunday after Sunday to the needs of the 
world and this congregation. I attend meeting 
after meeting at the seminary which realistically 
assess the need for students, donors and funds 
and I wonder will we ever see the 12 baskets full, 
after all the needs are satisfied? 

When there is not only enough to feed the 
crowd, but there is above and beyond the neces- 
sary — when there are leftovers to bless the table, 
or the day, or the year, or the congregation, then 
people see the signs of faith, they recognize the 
Christ, they claim Jesus as indeed the prophet 


who is to come into the world! On. 6:14) One 
lunch, one small basket, blessed — many fed, all 
satisfied, fragments gathered so nothing may be 
lost, sign read, message heard, Jesus proclaimed. 

When we bring what we have to Jesus and 
allow him to expand and use what we have in 
our hands to feed the crowd of competing needs, 
or the classroom of children, or the world of 
problems, there is usually enough and many 
times there are fragments to be gathered and 
miracles and recognitions to proclaim. 

FAITH is made of trust, courage to act, the 
ability to risk, generosity, the willingness to 
invest and give one's all. It is in these acts that 
there is recognition and proclamation of Jesus. 
When people see the signs of faith, and what is 
done, they recognize Jesus. 

Today I invite and encourage you to: 

WEAVE! RISK! TRY! GO OVER WALLS! BLESS! 
FEED! GATHER UP! And may your baskets of 
faith be increased and strengthened and used! 
Amen. 


• • 




This sermon was preached at a Christian Education 
appreciation service. The communion table and side 
shelves had baskets of all sizes and shapes , most 
with zinnias or green plants , some with fruits and 
vegetables or pens and note paper. The teachers were 
invited to take a basket as a token of appreciation for 
their work in weaving baskets of faith for themselves 
and others. 
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The Pathway of Suffering 

Psalm 22, 66:10-12 • Philippians 4:6,7 • II Corinthians 12:8,9 


E ach of us has our own unique pathway of 
suffering. Tim Hansel has said, 'Tain is 
inevitable, but misery is optional. We can- 
not avoid pain, but we can avoid joy. There 
is no question that life is difficult. In fact, it has 
been said that God promises four things: Peace, 
Power, Purpose and Trouble." ( You Gotta Keep 
Dancin'. David C. Cook. 1985, p. 15) Elizabeth 
Elliott defines suffering as "wanting what you 
don't have or having what you don't want" (quote 
from address titled God With Us in Our Pain). 

I want to take you on a journey down four 
pathways of suffering which I have traveled. As 
you journey with me, my prayer is that my strug- 
gles and victories will encourage you with fresh 
hope. 

Pathway of Disappointment (Psalm 22) 

This pathway began in 1961, when I took my 
two small boys to receive the new polio vaccine. 
Because I had polio in 1950, I wanted to make 
sure my sons were protected. I was also encour- 
aged to take the vaccine. That night, I told my 
husband, "I feel just like I did when I had polio." 
A fear gripped me at the core of my being. That 
fear was to be my constant companion and tor- 
mentor for many days and months. 


I became deathly ill. I lost 20 pounds in one 
month. The doctors were alarmed, not knowing 
what was wrong, or what to do. I was hospital- 
ized and went through a series of tests that were 
almost as bad as the illness. 

Eventually I was sent home, sicker than ever. 
No one knew what my problem was. I was faced 
with one of life's hardest trials. The battle of the 
unknown. Waiting, confused and very sick, I felt 
I was a burden to everyone. 

How could this be happening to me? I had 
given my heart to Jesus. I was his child, but my 
prayers, my cries to God, my bargaining were all 
met with silence. MY FAITH WAS SHAKEN. I was 
a pastor's wife but I didn't know where my God 
was. I couldn't match my expectations of God to 
this experience. God had failed me in the test of 
life, I thought. Yes, my anger with the nurses, 
doctors, and my husband really sprang from my 
anger with God. You are not fair, my heart 
screamed at God. You are hidden. You are silent. 
And so my confusion and anger raged. I was in a 
wrestling match with God, but I couldn't win. I 
was weak in body but weaker yet in soul. I didn't 
understand God. If God is able to make me bet- 
ter then why doesn't he? I was held captive by a 
sense of betrayal and abandonment. I was, in 
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reality, disappointed with God. What a dark 
night of the soul that was. 

But where could I go but to the Lord. There 
were no answers and no comfort apart from him. 
Sometime, during that long night, I said a weak 
"YES" to God. Yes to whatever you ask of me. Yes 
to sickness. Yes to death. Yes to your plan for me. 
Yes to healing in your time. For the first time 
since I took that vaccine, peace flooded my soul. 
The peace of God that passes all understanding 
was mine. My body relaxed. My soul rested. 

God had healed me of the demand to be 
healed. I decided to rest my case with God and 
believe the promises of Romans 8:28, " All things 
work out for our good , if we love him." I didn't get 
better physically for many months. The doctors 
never found what my problem was, so there was 
that haunting question, if the illness was emo- 
tional rather than physical. 

Years later, it was discovered that it was the 
vaccine that brought about the violent reaction 
in my body. Very slowly my health returned. 
And like Job, God showed me that he was a great, 
good God that I could trust without answers or 
explanations. The pathway of suffering will have 
disappointments along the way. It is our choice 
whether we will face disappointments with God, 
or disappointments without God. 

The Pathway of Peace (Philippians 4: 6,7) 

This pathway takes us down a journey that 
began in 1971. Once again my path became rocky, 
unknown, and dangerous. Let me paint this pic- 
ture for you. I, a young mother, now with four 
children, the youngest just one, am sitting across 
from the doctor who is saying these words, "Mrs. 
Unrau, you have the fastest and deadliest of all 
cancers. This is Tuesday. I want you in the hospi- 
tal by Thursday for massive surgery that will take 


over six hours. I don't know if I can do anything 
for you. I will do my best." Then he left us. 

By now, I had walked with my God a much 
longer time. I had proven that he was faithful. I 
must tell you, this time, to the glory of God, there 
was no anger, no fighting, no demands. There 
was the sweet rest in the pillow of God's love that 
can never be explained in human words. 

God blessed me with the joy of his presence 
and the comfort of his word. I Corinthians 6:19 
- 20 became a special life line for me. "Don't you 
know that your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit , 
and that you are not your own. For you have been 
bought with a price: therefore glorify God in your 
body." I decided to trust God to look after his 
property - my body. The surgery was extensive. 
The malignancy had traveled from the calf of the 
leg to the groin. For 10 days the doctor thought 
the leg would have to be amputated. The reality 
of pain and suffering was all there but the peace 
and rest of soul flowed over my life. Five years 
ago the cancer returned. One specialist told me I 
was living with a sleeping giant. "No, " I said, 
"I'm living with a loving God." 

Over the years of walking with God, trusting 
him in small and large crisis, I have built up what 
I call "a train load of trust" in God. That train 
begins with the locomotive of faith and trust in 
Jesus Christ as our personal Lord and Savior and 
then throughout life we have the opportunity to 
build on that train, car after box car of trust and 
confidence in God. The longer that trainload gets, 
the more power it has to pull us through the steep 
and rough places along the pathway of suffering. 

The Pathway of Relational Pain 
(Psalm 66:10-12) 

This pathway takes you to a depth of suffer- 
ing that is more difficult than physical pain. 
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Nothing hurts like a friendship or a marriage that 
is shattered. There was a time when we could say 
we had lived at peace with all. (Romans 12:18) 
Yes, there had been conflicts and turmoil both in 
our home and in our churches, but we had 
always been able to work them through to a suc- 
cessful conclusion. And then we became 
involved in a situation in a church where we 
could not make peace, regardless of how hard we 
tried. For the first time in our lives, we had an 
enemy, one who would not look at us or speak to 
us for almost two years. 

Swindoll says, "to be ignored is more painful 
than to be slandered." ("Insight for Living" 
quote) The issue was peripheral - the pain 
unmatched. We knew what it was to be shunned, 
falsely accused, no course of appeal, no response 
to our pleas. We had to rest our case with God 
and let him be the judge and avenger. 

The Pathway of Thorns (II Cor. 12:8,9) 

One of the more difficult aspects of the path- 
way of suffering is the thorns along the way. 
Thorns will not kill you but they are a constant 
source of irritation that can wear you down and 
cause you to despair. Your thorn may be constant 
headaches, back pain, insomnia, allergies, a diffi- 
cult spouse or no spouse, a rebellious child or life 
in a wheelchair. Whatever your thorn, it remains 
a constant challenge to be bitter or better. Paul 
had a thorn. I'm glad we don't know what Paul's 
thorn was. That way we can all identify. One 
thing we do know is that he asked three times for 
it to be removed and God said "No" to one of the 
greatest Christians of all time. 

Moses too received an emphatic "No" to his 
pleading prayer to God. (Deut. 3:23-29) God 
actually had to reprimand Moses, his faithful ser- 
vant as he told him, "That is enough, do not 


speak to me anymore about the matter." The 
answer was "no" and that was final. 

Jesus, our prime example, asked God the 
Father three times to remove the cup of suffering 
from Him. (Matt. 26: 36-48) The Father denied 
that agonizing request of his son, Jesus. On the 
cross Jesus cried out, "My God, why have you 
forsaken me?" (Matt. 27:46) Jesus too experi- 
enced the denial of his prayer, the agony of suf- 
fering and the "why" of God's way. God was 
silent in the time of his deepest pain. In all of his 
suffering, Jesus' greatest prayer was that God's 
will would be accomplished in his life, in his suf- 
fering and in his death. His suffering "worked 
out for the good" of our redemption. 

What Do We Do When God Says "No"? 
What Life-Changing Principles Can Help 
Me Face My Suffering? 

1. Run to the Word 

Let the word of God become your source of 
comfort, strength and joy. Often, in times of 
trial, the only thing I could do was run to the 
word of God for comfort and perspective. Never 
has God's word failed me. 

2. Be Honest With God 

a) Honesty involves a consistent prayer life. 
We are told always to pray and not give up (I 
Th. 5:17) and to come boldly to God's throne, 
to find help in time of need (Heb. 4:16). The 
Bible says in James 4:2 "often we do not have 
what we desire because we do not ask of God." 
Prayer is not demanding of God, or telling him 
what to do; it is lining oneself with the will of 
God, in obedience to the word of God (Eph. 
6:18). 

At times we have prayed alone, often with 
each other, and asked others to pray with us. 
Occasionally we have fasted and prayed not to 
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twist the arm of God, but to do everything we 
can to be obedient to scripture. We have fol- 
lowed the commands of Luke 8, and have sought 
to be persistent in prayer until God gives us his 
answer, Yes or No!! 

Learning to be honest with God and honest 
with yourself is important. Admit the pain, go 
below the surface. Being real brings health to the 
emotions. Covering up feelings causes greater 
distress. It was safe for Job to be real and honest 
and it is safe for you. 

b) Honestly accept the mysteries and confu- 
sions of life. Don't try to have all the answers to 
life's sufferings. They are just not there. We want 
control in life, and God gives us confusion. We 
want mastery and God gives us mystery. Why? 
Because we're not home yet!!! 

3. Write Out Your Thoughts 

Times of suffering are often times of confu- 
sion. Writing down your fears, your questions, 
your resolve to trust God will help you settle 
your mind and clarify your thoughts. There is 
great therapy in talking and writing out your 
grief to others and to God. A spiritual journal 
has been a great source of comfort and release to 
me. The Psalmist David often embraced this 
source of expression and through writing worked 
through his pain. Swindoll has said, " Thoughts 
disentangle themselves over the lips and through 
the fingertips." ("Insight for Living" quote) 

4. Cultivate a Thankful Spirit 

Learn to focus on your blessings and com 
them. Naming your blessings and thanking G 
for them continues to make them prim 
thoughts. The more you repeat something, 
more real it becomes. Habakkuk 3:17-19 is a ’ von- 
derful example of how to cultivate a thankful spirit. 

Habakkuk envisions a worst case scenario. He 
pictures a total crop failure with no figs, no 


grapes, no olives, no food, no sheep and no cat- 
tle. That would spell disaster for any farmer, but 
Habakkuk's resolve is this: "Though there is failure 
on every front , yet I will rejoice in God my Savior. The 
Sovereign Lord is my strength." This is joy and 
thanksgiving at its best with circumstances at 
their worst. We too, can choose to trust God. 

Sing the Songs of the Lord along the pathway 
of suffering. I can't tell you the source of comfort 
and joy this had been in my life. Songs I have 
memorized in time past have become alive to me 
during times of trial. Many times along recent 
paths of suffering song has lifted my heart to 
God. Sing the songs of the Lord - it will make you 
thankful. 

5. Let Others Inside 

God has placed you in a family and in a 
church body so others may bear your burdens 
with you (Gal. 6:2). Don't be too proud to admit 
a need, come forward for prayer or ask others to 
pray * you and help carry the load. Call for the 
eld< ^ence to James 5: 14-16. One of the 

gre of my extended stay in the hos- 

pr was to see how the family of 

C _u bless our family in every possible 

> 7 :e my husband home alone with four 

jren. What a joy to see the body at 
iat a comfort to know that not only are 
^raying for you and lifting you up to the 
tney are also sharing practical help. 

.et me warn you though, when you let oth- 
r ^> inside you may discover as Job did that some 
A your friends may disappoint you. One woman 
sat by my bed, wept and said, "Why are you here, 
you have done nothing wrong, it should be me." 
Another asked in hushed tones, "How long does 
the doctor give you?" Another one wrote me a 
letter of attack and said. "I can't believe you are 
saying God is being glorified in your sickness. 



THE PATHWAY OF SUFFERING 


21 


Don't be so proud. Ask those who have faith to 
pray for total healing and then God will be glori- 
fied." I was devastated. I felt that person was tres- 
passing on private property. How could she 
know my heart, or my relationship with God? It 
is a very sacred trust to be allowed to walk 
through the door of another's suffering. We must 
be careful to respect the sanctity of that person's 
struggles. 

6. Make Knowing God Your Goal 

Let the path of suffering lead you to a deeper 
knowledge and love of God. Make your goal in 
life to get to know God better. This is the only 
goal in life that no one can block. 


The more we make our goal in life getting to 
know God better through every circumstance of 
life the more we will view suffering as something 
to be glad for, because the end result is being 
more and more conformed to the image of 
Christ. As you make your number one goal in life 
to get to know Jesus better, then he will be your 
dearest friend, walking with you, before you and 
sometimes carrying you along the pathway of 
suffering, to victory in suffering and ultimate 
release from suffering. 

May our deepest desire be to hear him say, 
"Well done, my child, enter into the joy of the 
Lord!" 




LORRAINE DICK 


Known by God 

Psalm 139 


P salm 139 is a prayer. Most of this psalm is 
spoken to God about God. The writer of 
this psalm confesses with words his under- 
standing of an all-knowing God. How 
much God knows and how little we know! 

To be known by God ... Is it safe to say that all 
of us have a feeling or some kind of a knowing 
that God knows? I think so. But my desire to con- 
trol my own life does not always like the fact that 
God knows. I try to liken my relationship to God 
in human terms. To a greater or lesser degree, I can 
determine what I want you to know about me. I 
can control the information I give you about my 
personal life or my thoughts. I cannot control 
what you think about me, but I can try to control 
what you know about me (barring rumors). 

My relationship with God cannot be thought 
of in human terms. This is a supernatural rela- 
tionship. There is no hiding from his knowing all 
about me; there is no covering up his knowing. 

O Lord , you have searched me and you know me. 

So, Lord, you know me! What does it mean 
that you know me, Lord? My dictionary tells me 
that it means to be familiar or acquainted with, 
to have an understanding, to be informed, to 


have a perception of. 

Sometimes that feels very comfortable. I'm 
glad that you know me. Tm glad that you have 
searched me, that you have looked deep into my 
heart. It's your loving concern about my life that 
causes you to know me. Some days, it's just very 
hard to talk about what is deep in my heart. 

On the other hand - there are days when I 
don't want you to know me at all. Those are gen- 
erally the days I've chosen to say or do some- 
thing that I am quite sure is not in keeping with 
your ways. Those are the days I want to control 
the outcomes in my life. 

I need your knowing those days too - the 
probing of why I have chosen to walk on my 
own or away from you. 

And it's not only that you know me as a 
casual acquaintance, you have searched me out. 
You have investigated my being. Your search has 
been for a person like me with my character 
qualities, with my abilities and gifts. You com- 
pletely understand my intentions, my attitudes, 
my secrets, my peculiarities, my foibles, my 
humor and my pensiveness. Yours, Lord, isn't a 
knowledge of discovery knowing, but a knowl- 
edge of complete understanding of me. You 
invite me to discover you. 
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You know when I sit and when I rise: 

You really do know about me, don't you? 
Let's start with the sitting and the standing. I sit 
in such variety of positions and places. I sit at 
work, I sit at home. I sit when I'm on my way to 
work. I sit with friends, I sit at meal times. I sit to 
read, to watch TV. I sit to relax, I sit when there 
is nothing else to do. I sit impatiently, I sit with 
resignation, I sit uncomfortably. In all of those 
'situations you know me. 

Then I rise - 1 get up to go away from where I 
have been sitting. You know about that as well. 
You see my rising from my bed in the morning. 
You know whether I am a morning person or 
not. Do you ever smile at the half-closed eyes of 
those of us who struggle to get going? Do you 
laugh at the eagerness with which some of us 
jump up to meet the day? Does it please you to 
see that even in the morning you have created us 
to be unique? 

Or when I rise to meet people, rise to partic- 
ipate in an activity, rise to move about - all of 
that rising you know about. It doesn't matter to 
you whether I'm in rest or activity - you love me 
and care about me. 

You perceive my thoughts from afar. 

I was thinking, Lord, that ... 

But you already know those thoughts don't 
you? Mostly my mind is not too still. How 
quickly I move from one thought to the next. As 
soon as I wake up, I begin active thinking. What 
will this day hold? Oh yes, I have to do that 
assignment - I wasn't really looking forward to 
that. Or, wow, Lord, today's the day! 

All the plans I think out, the imaginary 
conversation I'll have, the writing I'm going 


to do - all are thoughts that are not strangers 
to you. Sometimes my thoughts and plans are 
dashed with one stroke of the pen or one ring 
of the phone. You know how hard or easily I 
do that. 

You know the thoughts that I have about my 
family. You know the pressures, you know the 
good days and the bad. You know the thoughts I 
have about my co-workers. And yes, you know 
the new creative, exciting thoughts that give 
enjoyment to my day. 

Oh yes, I almost forgot. You also know the 
impatient thoughts I have about the slow driver 
in front of me as I leave to go home. Ah, Lord 
God, all those thoughts - you see them as they 
begin to form, as they come to the front of my 
mind, as I chose what to do with them. 

You discern my going out and my lying down: 

Going out? Where, Lord? Well, I guess it's the 
daily going about with my life tasks. It's also 
going to find new ideas, going to search for new 
things, going to find what was left behind. You 
understand how I pursue my life. You know the 
secret places of my mind (where I go to fanta- 
size). You know the secret places I visit (where I 
go to escape). My going out can be positive or 
negative. God knows. 

And when it's time to lie down at the end of 
the day you are there with me. Lord, sometimes 
I relive the day - the decisions I made, the con- 
versations I had. I replay and try to analyze what 
happened, how it went. Every now and then I 
wish I could do things over again. But I can't and 
so eventually I have to leave my actions with 
you. Lying down - you know when I need rest 
from the task of parenting or work or life in gen- 
eral. 
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You are familiar with all my ways. 

Searched and known. You understand my 
unique ways - the things that make me, me. In 
fact, like our individual fingerprints you have 
given me a personality just as unique. Familiarity 
with my way means that you are well - 
acquainted with how I order my life. You see the 
routine, the ordinary and mundane and under- 
stand my reactions. You also know the extraordi- 
nary and uncustomary things that keep my life 
on the edge. 

Lord, thank you for your familiarity with me. 
How wonderful to be known and accepted. How 
freeing to approach you to continue your work 
in my life. 

Before a word is on my tongue you know it com- 
pletely ; O Lord. 

Words - what power can come out of the spo- 
ken things I say. With words I can encourage 
someone, break another's spirit, cause an 
acquaintance to draw towards me or send a sib- 
ling running for cover because of my harshness. 

"Sticks and stones may break my bones, but 
words will never hurt me." That childish saying 
just isn't true. Words heal, hurt, build up, tear 
down, cause a smile, cause a tear. 

And all of these words are known by you. Not 
one word passes my lips, but you know what I 
will say. Thousands of words pass my lips each 
day and God knows them all. Mostly, Lord, I 
don't think about your knowing my every word. 

I think about the words I have used that have 
intended to hurt. I stop now to acknowledge my 
thoughtlessness and selfishness in using those 
words. God, forgive me. But I also think about 
the words that have brought joy and healing. 


Quickly I want to praise you for those words as 
part of my life. O Lord, you are invited to be the 
gatekeeper of my mouth. 

You hem me in - behind and before; 

"Hemmed in" - my first thought, I admit is, 
What?! Confined, hedged in? Let me out! God, 
haven't you given me a free will to respond to 
life? I want to make up my own mind and not 
be restricted by constraints. That's my individu- 
alism responding. 

However, if I take some time to think about 
this hemming in as something that is a protec- 
tion - then it becomes a comfort. God behind 
me. God before me. That means that God knows 
all about my circumstances, all about my history 
and all about what is yet to come. Hemmed in I 
can trust him to show me his loving care and 
understanding. 

I am under his scrutiny - under his close 
analysis and inspection. It's as if your hands are 
cupped around my life. No matter which direc- 
tion I look - I find God is there. Whether I have 
lived for him or not, he is there. 

you have laid your hand upon me. 

Thank you for the blessing that you provide 
for my life. You have placed yourself around me 
as well as covered me with your blessing. I 
remember the times in my life when hands have 
been laid on me in prayer. I feel so privileged to 
be prayed for - for service, for healing, for bless- 
ing. And just think, God, your hand is always on 
me. 

Such knowledge is too wonderful for me, too lofty 
for me to attain. 
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Heavenly Father, I stand in awe and wonder 
at you and what you do in my life. You know me! 
This knowledge you have of me eludes me, it 
escapes me. I don't have the capacity to under- 
stand or fathom that you know me that com- 
pletely. I don't know myself like that. 

In that case, Lord, if you know me so well, 
why am I so slow to talk to you about my life sit- 
uations? Why does it take me so long to 
acknowledge my need of you? Why am I afraid 
to be honest with you? You don't only know - 
you can give me the knowledge of following 
your ways and doing what's best for my life. 

At the end of this chapter, the voice turns per- 
sonal and prayerful. While the psalmist has 
acknowledged God's knowledge he now turns 


toward God and invites God to do what God 
does best - knowing us. 

We can acknowledge that God knows us , but 
God still waits to be invited into our lives. With 
this invitation, God comes in to lovingly and 
carefully help us work out what our lives should 
be like. 

As you think about your own relationship to 
God, I invite you to pray with me the prayer 
found in the last two verses of this chapter, if you 
are willing for God to know you. 

Search me, O God, and know my heart 

Test me and know my anxious thoughts. 

See if there is any offensive way in me, 

And lead me in the way everlasting. 
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" When the Joyful Harp 
is Silent . . . " 

Psalm 30 


I wish you could have met my mother. What 
made her "special" was that in spite of her 
busy schedule, she always took time for her 
own family. And while she moved about she 
frequently sang one of her favorite songs: "Mar- 
velous Grace of our Loving Lord." She especially 
liked the fourth verse: 

Marvelous, infinite, matchless grace, 

Freely bestowed on all who believe; 

You that are longing to see His face, 

Will you this moment His grace receive? 
Grace, Grace, God's grace, ... 

Grace that is greater than all our sin. 

Until last year, her phone calls were fairly fre- 
quent. Now her calls and songs have ceased. She 
frequently sits in her worn sofa chair in the cor- 
ner of her room at Sunset Manor in Clearbrook 
and weeps. She doesn't remember the happy 
times in her life; she often doesn't remember our 
names, nor what day in the week it is. When I 
went to see her just before Easter I, too, sat and 
wept. This was not the mother I once knew, the 
one who had nurtured me. 

I don't know what you do when difficulties 
come your way, but when I have to face difficult 


situations in my life I frequently turn to the 
Psalms or the Book of Job. Somehow, these 
Scriptures express what I'm feeling; they speak 
about things that matter most at that particular 
point in time. These passages allow me to 
express my disappointments with God, my 
doubts, my frustrations, even my suppressed 
anger when things go awry, out of joint, out of 
sync. 

But for many people this is uncomfortable, 
even threatening. I know it was for me. I had 
been taught that a 'true' Christian should move 
from victory to victory, from strength to strength 
- always on top of things, always in control 
regardless of the circumstances. 

But this is a romantic, unrealistic view of spir- 
ituality. Bruggemann, in his book The Message of 
the Psalms (1994) states that there is an untamed 
darkness present in our lives that needs to be 
acknowledged. We cannot obtain new life, new 
insights, new light until we acknowledge that. 

Our first reaction when difficulties come our 
way is to pretend they are not there. We want to 
be positive, we want to speak about our suc- 
cesses. We don't want to raise disturbing ques- 
tions. But certain passages including the Psalms 
and the Book of Job, encourage us to face our 
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darkness. It's amazing what can happen when 
we dare to do that. 

Using Psalm 30 as a base, we want to look at a 
few of these passages. They are called Psalms or 
Songs of Lament. These songs of lament are not 
neat little packages tied together with pretty bows. 
They are often ragged on the edges. Neither are they 
necessarily written in chronological order. They 
reflect the writer's state of mind whose ordered 
world is unraveling at the seams. Yet, in spite of this, 
there is a certain pattern that emerges - a certain 
flow or movement that occurs within these psalms. 
I got very excited when I suddenly realized that 
these patterns reflected my own experience. 

In Psalm 30, King David tells his story of 
experiencing and coming through some deep 
trouble. Let's begin with verses 6 & 7: 

When I felt secure , I said , " I will never be 
shaken." O Lord , when you favored me, you 
made my mountain stand firm. 

Eugene Peterson's paraphrase reads: 

When things were going great I crowed, " I 
got it made. I'm Yahweh's favorite. He made 
me king of the mountain." 

These verses begin with a description of how 
things were before the difficulties came. Life was 
good, life was generous; it was predictable - a 
description of a season of well-being. And with it 
came a feeling of security, a sense of being in 
control. "J will never be shaken, I have got it made!" 
(v. 6). And underneath was an assumption that 
things would always continue like this. 

But then, something happened; that firm 
mountain began to tremble and shake. "But when 
you hid your face, I was dismayed" (v. 7). The para- 


phrase reads: "Then you looked the other way and I 
fell to pieces." A shift took place in David's life, a 
shift from an ordered life to one of disarray. 
From the text it can be assumed that David came 
down with a grave, life-threatening illness. 
Whatever the problem was, it shattered him, 
"This can't be happening to me! Bad things 
should not be happening to Yahweh's favorites." 

What is David's first response? "To you, O 
Lord, I called; to the Lord I cried for mercy" (v. 8). 
To the Lord he addresses the cry of his heart. It's 
the cry that he shares with his closest most 
understanding friend. He knows that he can 
come into the presence of God bringing nothing 
more than a cry for help. 

Often this cry in the Psalms seems overstated. 
The speaker wants to make a point; he wants 
God to act now - quickly! In one of David's other 
songs of lament, Psalm 69:1-2 , he cries: 

Save me, O God, for the waters have come 
up to my neck. I sink in the miry depths, 
where there is no foothold. 

This may be an exaggeration, but it is a vivid 
description of how we feel when disaster strikes 
and our world crumbles. 

Frequently in their complaints, the speakers 
of the Lament Psalms seem to hold God account- 
able for the present situation. "But when you 
looked the other way I fell to pieces." 

. . when you hid your face, I was dismayed" (Ps. 
30:7b). Whose problem is it? Yours, Lord. It's 
almost as if the speaker is suggesting that because 
of God's lack of attention, this trouble has arisen. 
Therefore, God should make it right - it is God's 
responsibility to look after it. 

The speaker goes even further. He begins to 
bargain with God. He gives reasons why God 
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should act now. In verse 9 he lays his case before 
the Lord. 

What gain is there in my destruction , in my 
going down into the pit? Will the dust praise 
you? Will it proclaim your faithfulness? 

The Peterson paraphrase reads, 

Can you sell me for a profit when I'm dead? 
auction me off at a cemetery yard sale? 
When I'm ' dust to dust' my songs and sto- 
ries of you won't sell. So listen! and be kind! 

Help me out of this! 

What David is saying is that if he's dead he 
won't be able to sing his songs of deliverance and 
praise to God anymore. God would not really 
want that, would he? 

Sometimes this kind of candor is almost 
shocking. We can talk to God like this? Say it as 
it really is? The Psalmist recognizes that the 
speaker must be permitted to speak the unspeak- 
able before God. Who has not felt cheated when 
disease or illness strikes, when you see the pain 
of disorientation in your mother, when you walk 
through the pain and separation of death, or 
when you prayerfully hand in one resume after 
the other and you are still unemployed after six 
months? Out of these depths of struggle and 
pain we are permitted to ask God some hard, 
tough questions and to bargain. In times like 
these nothing is out of bounds. We know God 
is present in our darkness. If we didn't believe 
that, we would not be addressing him in the first 
place. Expressing what we are experiencing 
helps us to acknowledge our situation. It forces 
us to face reality. 

Once we have done that, something happens. 


We can't explain it. Suddenly there is a shift 
from desperation to joy, from petition to praise. 
In Psalm 30 it happens between verses 10 and 11. 
The darkness in the soul of the speaker has been 
lifted. It almost seems as if a resurrection has 
occurred. 

The speaker has been changed through the 
process. By daring to be honest with God some- 
thing has happened in their relationship. It's as 
if he has been given some new insights, as if he 
has received a new set of glasses that can see far- 
ther and deeper than the ones worn before the 
trouble began. Look at the new insight the 
Psalmist shares in verse 5. 

[God's] anger lasts only a moment , but his 
favor lasts a lifetime; weeping may remain 
for a night ; but rejoicing comes in the morn- 
ing. 

After this shift happens, the speaker, filled with 
wonder, breaks out in these ecstatic expressions 
of praise in verses 11 and 12. 

You turned my wailing into dancing; you 
removed my sackcloth and clothed me with 
joy ; that my heart may sing to you and not 
be silent. O Lord my God , I will give you 
thanks forever. 

Not only does he praise God, but he invites the 
congregation to praise God with him. "Sing to the 
Lord , you saints of his; praise his holy name" (v. 4). 

Praise of this nature usually comes after a per- 
son has walked through a problem that seemed 
unresolvable. The situation may not necessarily 
have changed; sometimes it does, sometimes it 
doesn't, but you, the person walking through it, 
have changed. Human life is never static. It con- 
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sists of different seasons. We must experience 
the harshness of winter before we can experience 
the surge of new life in spring. It is out of these 
experiences that trust and confidence are born. 
The Psalmist illustrates this very graphically in 
Psalm 126:6: 

[Those] who go out weeping , carrying seed to 
sow ; will return with songs of joy, carrying 
sheaves with [them]. 

How is all of this being carried out in the sit- 
uation with my mother? Pm still in process, but 
a close friend who realized I was mourning the 
situation gave me a wonderful article to read. 


When I read it, I heard my mother speaking: 

I would ask you not to think of me as absent 
or gone, but as present and disabled. Because I 
might not know who I am I need you to tell me 
who lam... you would honor me by telling me 
the highlights of my own pilgrimage. Did I do 
something well? Did I make a difference? Did I 
enjoy some victory worth mentioning to your 
children? (Gary Hardaway. "Father Pens Open 
letter to Grown Children About his Twilight 
Years". Fresno Bee. July 23, 1994) 

It's amazing what is happening. In the 
remembering and telling I am discovering joy, 
...deep joy and gratitude for the legacy my 
mother left me. 



JOANNE KLASSEN 


Tell Me the One About . . . ? 

foshua 4 


T here is a story that my parents tell about 
me as a child concerning my favorite 
book How Does Your Garden Grow? 
Apparently I asked to have it read to me 
so often I had it memorized, could recite it, and 
could tell when I was getting the abbreviated ver- 
sion. 

The Bible is filled with stories of people: some 
who were successful and powerful, but many 
who were discouraged, felt weak, had difficult 
relationships, failed more than once and experi- 
enced hardship. In spite of our Bible being filled 
with people's stories, we call it "God's word." It 
is God's word because we read of people who 
experienced God in ordinary, surprising and 
miraculous ways. The way we discover God, in 
the Bible, is by reading about how God was made 
known to people, whatever their circumstance. 

The story in Joshua 4 is important because it 
emphasizes the primary way we learn about God 
— through people, in dialogue, stories, and the 
endless interpretations of stories. In Joshua 4 the 
people of Israel learned to know God in a special 
way through Yahweh's miracle at the Jordan. Yet 
the story itself seems to be a weaving together of 
several versions of the same story. Just as Joshua 
4 is a blend of different accounts of the same 


story, so each of us, as a child of God, has an 
important version of the story of how we have 
come, and are coming to know God. 

The stories of God's people serve to reveal 
God and God's work in people's lives. As these 
stories are lived, remembered and reflected upon, 
they influence the future. God's self-revelation 
comes through stories of the past, and these sto- 
ries affect both the present and the future. 

Revelation through stories of the past 

When I was about sixteen I interviewed my 
grandma. The story that had the greatest impact 
on me was one about how she stopped singing 
when grandpa died. She didn't sing for years and 
years out of grief, and then when she was finally 
ready to sing again, the years of disuse had 
affected her voice. That story shook me up. How 
could anything stop someone from singing?!! I 
thought that the worse my grief the more I 
would sing, even if the songs were mournful and 
solemn. 

Through the stories of my grandmother I 
have revisited my family history many times, 
though I confess I still don't know as much as I 
would like. The lives, words and attitudes passed 
on to me have been models to me, have brought 
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me insight into my own self, have caused sorrow 
and have cultivated empathy. 

In chapter 4 of Joshua, the stories to be told 
are also from the past. There are two dynamics 
about stories of the past that I'd like to examine. 

The first is about human development, or life 
changes. The stories I have shared this morning 
were told to me at critical moments in my devel- 
opment — How Does Your Garden Grow? was in my 
first two years, and my grandmother's stories 
were in mid-adolescence. Both of these stages 
were times of intense questioning, exploration, 
and self-discovery. The stories link me with the 
past, for better or worse, and are part of my iden- 
tity. In chapter 4 the instructions to Israel are 
"when your children ask. . ."and "when your 
descendants ask. . (w. 6 & 21). The story 

implies there are significant teachable moments 
in family living and the children are to ask the 
questions in order to receive the answers. Let's 
look at how these relate to our experience of the 
church as a family. 

Local churches can be both parent and child. 
Within the church there are persons with years 
of faith experience and faithful living and others 
with shorter faith stories, either because of 
younger years or more recent experiences in 
coming to faith. This is one of the delights and 
challenges of being God's people — we are diverse 
in the life stages we bring to worship, learning, 
congregational meetings and programs. 

As a church, how do we handle our develop- 
mental stages? Do we encourage questions? Do 
we listen to the stories that will guide us? When 
we are torn between running into uncharted ter- 
ritory and changing at a slower pace, how do we 
handle the discomfort that rises among us? For 
us right now there are some issues — some among 
us feel we are discarding too much of tradition 


and not heeding its wisdom on topics as diverse 
as lifestyle, music or belief. Some among us feel 
we can't change fast enough — they have a vision 
for the church and press us to continue running 
at a great speed. There is a tension among us, 
largely unnamed and unrecognized, though cer- 
tainly felt. This is an important developmental 
phase for the church. We cannot simply rush 
through it in order to dispense with our feelings 
of discomfort. Nor can we deny the presence of 
those feelings in the hopes they will disappear. 
We cannot run from them, laying blame at other 
peoples' or groups' feet, or by becoming expert at 
small talk. Instead we must acknowledge our 
feelings of uncertainty, discomfort, frustration, 
anger or alienation. We must hear our sisters and 
brothers when they ask questions or tell stories. 
We must remain open to one another. 

The second dynamic about the past in our 
text comes from a Hebrew word, which is trans- 
lated "know" or "tell" in most of our English 
translations. It means to "know by experience." 
In the stories of the crossing of the Jordan it 
appears with this meaning four times in chapters 
3 and 4. 

Joshua 4: 21-22 reads, " when your descendants 
ask. . . 'what do these stones mean?' tell them. . 
and verse 24 reads, "He did this so that all the peo- 
ples of the earth might know that the hand of the 
Lord is powerful. . . * 

In Hebrew these words imply an "experiential 
knowing, a knowing with both head and heart at 
one and the same time." (Martin Woudstra. The 
Book of Joshua. Eerdmans. 1981, p.95) It is vital 
to realize that these significant stories from the 
past can be communicated in a way that fosters 
this "experiential knowing." 

Knowing by experience unites the split we 
often make between thinking and feeling, or 
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learning and doing. Our faith story needs to be 
passed on through all the senses: our ears receive 
knowledge through sermons, classroom lectures, 
choral singing and many other things we hear. 
Our ears pass on our faith when we listen to a 
child before asking him or her to do something; 
or when we hear another person's story. Our 
eyes experience knowledge when we lie on our 
backs and watch the northern lights on a cool 
fall night. Our eyes pass on experiential knowl- 
edge when we meet a grieving person's eyes with 
empathy. Our hands receive knowledge of love 
when a parent strokes our hair, and we pass it 
along when we give new and used items to a 
neighbor, friend, or stranger who needs them. 
We taste the story of faith in Communion when 
we eat the bread and drink the cup. We pass on 
the story at potlucks and housewarmings. 

The two uses of this Hebrew word are in 
verses where the context is knowledge and expe- 
rience of God. In Joshua 4 that knowledge comes 
through the miracle at the Jordan and the stones 
which are a memorial to that event. On the one 
hand, the crossing of the Jordan was miraculous 
and special. On the other hand, the stones were 
exceedingly ordinary and not arranged particu- 
larly artistically. In our journeys, knowledge may 
come through a miraculous healing or an ordi- 
nary Sunday School lesson, but we are drawn to 
the source through both. 

Some people have found possible "scientific" 
or "natural" explanations for the parting of the 
Jordan's waters, but if we think the focus of the 
whole story was to give scientific proof that the 
ark of the covenant stopped the water so the 
Israelites could cross, we would be missing the 
point. The point is that the stones are a sign of 
the miracle, which is a sign pointing us to God. 
This experiential knowledge is knowledge of God 


in us and through us, around us and beyond us. 
How is God being revealed to you? What are the 
signs pointing you to God? 

Revelation in the effects of story on the 
present 

Experiencing the stories of the past influences 
our encounters in the present. There are two 
main categories of people in this story: the askers 
and the tellers. The tellers may be experiencing 
a sense of deja vu because this story is very simi- 
lar to the Exodus account of the Israelites' escape 
when God parted the waters of the Red Sea. The 
similarities are striking, but there are some differ- 
ences. For instance, a whole generation has 
passed since the Exodus. There is a different 
leader, Joshua, instead of Moses, and the 
Israelites are not being pursued by Egyptians. 

The similarities are also significant. Our pas- 
sage says these events took place on the tenth 
day of the first month — the same day the 
Passover lamb was to be selected to commemo- 
rate the rescue from Egypt. Also, the rod held 
over the Red Sea by Aaron was placed inside the 
ark of the covenant, which was carried by the 
Levites into the Jordan River to stop the waters. 
Just as the crossing of the Red Sea gave credibil- 
ity to Moses and Aaron as leaders, so the crossing 
of the Jordan increased the people's confidence 
in Joshua, their new leader since Moses' death. 

It seems this new generation of Israelites 
needed an experience of the same kind of deliv- 
erance their parents and ancestors had. Their 
experience was similar, but unique to their cir- 
cumstances. Now this generation would have 
opportunities to tell their story to their children. 

So, let us explore the effects of asking and 
telling. When a person asks a question there are 
at least two things that are implied: First, the 
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person is curious and desires to know something 
new; and second, the person is willing to experi- 
ence the change that might come from asking 
the question. There is a lot of power in the ask- 
ing of questions, but also the potential to touch 
on something painful, though unknown. People 
who ask questions are important in the church, 
because sometimes the church assumes everyone 
knows something, and forgets to tell the story. 
Sometimes the church doesn't want to remem- 
ber, but needs the reminder a question rouses. 
Questioners provide the push toward change 
and newness through their provocative ques- 
tions. 

I have made the necessity of questions plain, 
but what are the effects of hearing the story on 
those who ask? One is an increasing knowledge 
of one's history. Where do we come from? What 
happened that makes us bold in some areas? 
Why do we shy away from some topics? These 
questions all point to our collective history, a his- 
tory that shapes us regardless of whether we are 
conscious of it or not. Asking questions shows a 
desire to become aware of the influences that 
have and will shape us. For a questioner, life 
doesn't just happen, it happens as we grow and 
struggle with its significance or seeming lack of 
significance. 

There is a dangerous side to asking questions, 
because the stories we hear will call for a 
response. Are those who ask questions willing to 
change when they hear the answers? If I feel 
strongly about something at church, and ask a 
question of someone who has a different opin- 
ion than mine, am I willing to modify my opin- 
ion when I hear their answer, and the story 
behind their answer? Or, like our passage today, 
are we willing to live with different versions of 
the same story? 


And what about those who tell the stories? 
What happens to them? When my grandma 
told me her stories, she relived the experiences 
by laughing, being solemn and even crying a few 
times. A story cannot be told dispassionately in 
order for it to result in experiential knowing. 
No — it must be told passionately, energized by 
the power of the story in our lives. To simply 
recite facts and dates is not much of a story, 
though they are part of the story. The power of 
a story comes through remembered detail and 
the impact it had on the teller. 

Our story today seems to be a happy one, but 
we must remember that the Exodus and wander- 
ing in the wilderness included times of fear, 
uncertainty, mistrust, betrayal, and mourning. 
These feelings and experiences are recorded for 
us as part of the story, alongside the jubilation of 
being delivered from maltreatment and death 
into a covenant with Yahweh and a new land to 
call home. 

So, there are risks in being a story-teller. 
Questions, however carefully phrased, can bring 
up difficult times and emotions. There is a cycle 
of pain's effects on us. We experience something 
difficult and we go through a hard time of com- 
ing to peace about it. After a struggle it seems we 
feel resolved about that issue. A year later we 
may encounter a reminder about that experience 
that brings the pain back to us in a new way, and 
we have to spend our time and energy sorting 
through it again. 

It is important to realize we cannot face the 
full implications of traumatic events in our lives 
all at once. Instead we need to come back to the 
story over and over, leaving with something new 
after each telling. Each time we tell a story it will 
be from a different angle with different 
emphases, with different interpretations of "the 
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facts." Just like in Joshua 4 where it seems there 
are two or three accounts of the same event, in 
any local church there are bound to be a hun- 
dred or so versions of any given story in our col- 
lective history. It is important to realize that 
questions enable us to come to terms with our 
history, both personal and corporate. 

Something unnamed so far is the context for 
asking and telling. There is a relationship that 
holds the questions and stories. In our text the 
relationship is familial — children and descen- 
dants are to ask parents and ancestors. In the 
church we ask questions of God, and our broth- 
ers and sisters. It is being in relationship to 
someone that permits the vulnerability of expos- 
ing areas of ignorance, asking sensitive questions 
and being willing to experience the change that 
genuine questions foster. It is being in relation- 
ship that permits the vulnerability of exposing 
our unfinished agendas and the telling of our 
intimate stories of God's deliverance and care. 

Revelation affects the future. 

The occasion for the writing of the book of 
Joshua was the covenant between God and Israel 
and the need, flowing from that covenant, to 
keep alive the memories of the past in order both 
to perceive the significance of the present, and to 
open up vistas of the future (Woudstra. 1981, p. 
17). 

Both questions and stories create change, and 
hopefully encouragement, hope and healing, in 
the individuals who do the asking and telling, 


but also in the community which is the larger 
picture. Whatever changes we make in the pre- 
sent will influence the future. When we are 
drawn to God, the source, through a question or 
a story, we achieve new levels of understanding. 
Sometimes we are emotionally and spiritually 
healed. These eventual positive outcomes cause 
us to think more creatively and optimistically 
about the future, and energize us for the tasks at 
hand — to build visions and dream dreams for the 
future. 

There are two effects of questions and stories 
on the future that I will name, but do not have 
time to develop. The first is that we build the 
future on tradition: we build new memorials 

beside the old ones and experience the cumula- 
tive effect of retelling stories that gain new and 
added meaning with time. Secondly, we build 
new traditions. When we hear one another's 
questions and stories, sometimes the best 
response is to develop something totally new. 

Joshua 4 shows us that stories from the past 
have an effect on the present and the future. The 
stories of God's revelation to us in the Bible, 
through human story, provide us with insight 
and help us build relationships with God and 
others. Both questions and stories transform peo- 
ple, and provide hope and reassurance for the 
future. 

Come, sisters and brothers, let us walk hand 
in hand, united by our experience of God in 
Christ, pushed to growth and greater faithfulness 
by one another's questions and stories. 




ELAINE PINTO 

Flexible Contentment 

Philippians 4:10-23 NRSV 


In the early part of this Century 

Louise Reimer, my maternal grandmother 
and her husband Jacob 
owned what was called a "Lauftje" 

(a dry goods store) in Russia. 

Grandma Louise was a fairly well to do woman, 

full of romantic love for her husband 
and known in the community for her generous spirit. 
Characteristic of her 

were the songs of faith in God 
often on her lips. 

But when the marauding bands heard she and her husband 
had given refuge 

to members of the fleeing Czar's family, 
they tortured Jacob until he died. 

They also had raided the store three times. 

And now my grandmother was left with four children 
- no possessions 

and the worst economic disaster 
-no husband. 


So while the children were carrying flowers 
to their father's grave 
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The church - wanting to help - 

pressed her into a marriage. 

A widower with six children needed a wife. 

Grandma fled with him to Canada 

but faced painful abuse in the marriage 
and yet more economic disaster. 

Here in Winnipeg's North End, 

her adult children removed her from 

the abusive marriage. 

-As a result 

she was removed from church membership, 

from communion, and fellowship. 

Left in economic, and now social poverty, 

-without a church 

she would sometimes come and slip in 
the back pews. 

But she didn't lose her song, 

even in these circumstances! 

My mother recalls her grateful spirit: 

-the way she would lean out her rooming house window, 
with a full bowl of tomatoes from her tiny garden 
and call out to the neighbor 
"Look at this color! 

Look at the gift God has given me!" 

Grandmother Louise was a woman who had lived 

at both extremes of the economic and social scale. 

In it all, in good and bad circumstances, 
she had peace and trust 

and retained a heart of steady worship. 

She had, what I would call a flexible contentment. 


In Philippians 4:10-23, 
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Paul speaks of this kind of contentment 

He knew how to be content with little 
and with plenty. 

For him, there was a secret to that kind of living. 

As we listen in on this, Paul's most intimate letter, 
we're tempted to think that 
his Philippian friends 

were the reason for his contentment. 

In verse 10, they were concerned for him; 

so concerned they searched for ways to meet his needs 
but couldn't reach him. 

Perhaps there were no persons going to Rome 
where he was imprisoned - 
Perhaps it was that Paul himself had 

stressed so often that he gathered money 
for other churches, 
not his own needs. 

(He made tents for that purpose 
and had given them a strong message that way.) 

At any rate - they hadn't been able to make the connection 
to give him a personal gift before now. 

Verse 15 tells us more about this loving church. 

They were the only ones to share in the financial 

cares of the churches that Paul ministered to. 

No church participated in the sufferings 
and the necessities, like these Philippians did. 

They were people who got into the habit of giving. 

I think we have people like that in this church. 

But in regards to his contentment - 
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I. Paul says his well being was not determined by their gift. 

This was not a plea for money 

Twice, in verses 11 and 17, he underlines it 

../'Not that I am referring to being in need... 

...Not that I seek the gift." 

Paul's need did not drive him to take or grasp 
from people in a manipulative way. 

He didn't misuse the relationship 
as a soft touch for his own needs. 

In fact, he offers a strange reversal of facts 
regarding gift-giving. 

He says in verses 17-19 that he's not the true recipient! 

The gains are reversed! 

Not that I seek the gift , but I seek the profit 
that accumulates to your account. 

I have been paid in full and have more than enough; 

I am fully satisfied now that I have received from Epaphroditus 
the gifts you sent , 
a fragrant offering , 
a sacrifice acceptable and pleasing 
to God (Phil. 4: 17, 18) 

Paul says three things about this 

reversal of facts regarding gift-giving. 

Firstly, it's not to his profit - but to theirs. 

He says they'll really be the receivers - not him. 

He switches into accounting language here. 

"Seek the profit" is a commercial phrase 
in the original. 

In another translation - it reads: 

"I desire fruit" that "may abound to your account." 
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Paul is speaking about results from something that is produced ... 
- it can be measured. 

Paul did gain by the gift, 

but the permanent gain would be theirs. 

Secondly, Paul tells them that though their gift was given to him 
it was really received by the Lord. 

He uses the worship language 

of the Old Testament to describe this. 

God receives it as a fragrant offering 
a pleasing sacrifice to God. 

These same words are used of Noah's offering (Gen. 8:21) 
and of Levitical offerings of incense 
in the tabernacle. 

We also see this language in Revelation 8:3 

where the incense of the prayers of the saints 
are gifts that come up before the Lord. 

Thirdly, there is the promise of God's supply. 

And my God shall fully satisfy every need of 
yours according to his riches in glory 

in Christ Jesus (Phil. 4:19). 

In our lives, maybe we really don't know what this means 
because we keep getting tangled up 

with what we think our needs are. 

When Paul speaks about the Philippians' gifts, 
as wonderful as these gifts were 

and as wonderful as the gift-reversing rewards would be, 
he says 

"It's not that which gives me the power 
to be content. 
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In sum - the secret of my contentment 

is not your provision for me. 

II. The second thing Paul says is the secret of contentment 
is not in the circumstances of his life 

We know that certainly couldn't be the case now for Paul. 

He was writing from the loneliest place 
in the world - a prison. 

Maybe he was tempted to ask that same raw question 
recorded in Matthew 

that John the Baptist asked 

from his prison cell- 

"Are you the one, Lord Jesus ... are you the One? 

Have I spent my life's energies 

following One who is not really the Messiah?" 

Paul did not have the comfort of a natural family to visit him. 

And with no income from a livelihood 
plus the costly appeals to Caesar, 

he was likely very impoverished at this time. 

His life was about to be put on the line 

in a trial that could result in his death. 

Yet he said he was content. 

In poor circumstances 

the temptation is to think of God as 

One who won't come through for us. 

But Paul didn't talk like this. 

What Paul is saying is not that people don't get 
provoked or anguished 

over difficult circumstances, 
but that there is a place of steadiness - 

there is something that cannot be shaken. 

There is an immovable factor 
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in our ever-changing lives. 

It's strange, though, that when Paul says 

circumstances don't determine his contentment, 

he would mention another kind of circumstance: 

-that of having plenty 

being well-fed - everything going well. 

Can the good life threaten real contentment too? 

In Deuteronomy 8: 2-16 we read of a possible danger with living well. 
One could forget God. 

Just the way, when we are in dire circumstances 

we're tempted to doubt God will do well by us- 

So, when we are in good circumstances 

we are tempted to assume God's goodness 
is owed to us. 

We are tempted to turn away from our true 
source of contentment. 

In this day of plastic money 
is it sometimes 

too easy to buy our way out of trouble? 

In the day of plenty with countless 

movies, videos, magazines, entertainment, 
is it too easy to keep flooding our minds 
and souls non stop - 

with what does not bring contentment? 

In this abundance of distractions 

is it too easy to not take the time 
to stop and listen 

to the real need of our hearts? 

-to invite and receive - again and again 

the presence of the only One who satisfies? 
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For Paul, poor circumstances 

or abundance of things 

did not determine his equilibrium. 

Neither affected how he lived in God. 

Paul also gets at another facet 

of the circumstance problem 

by the way he repeats the contrasts three times in verse 12: 
little... plenty 

being well- fed... going hungry 
having plenty... being in need. 

It seems it's not just learning to endure being poor, 
or not just living faithfully in abundance - 

It's also learning how to live with the 

unpredictability of circumstances 
-with situational change 

-with the move from one circumstance to the other. 

Living well in God also 

means learning to live with tensions- 
with varying circumstances. 

This helps us to understand others in their circumstances. 

The story is told of a fervent young monk 

who was learning to pray from the Psalms. 

He came to his wise old abbot to ask about a problem 
in his prayers. 

He found it difficult to say the positive Psalms 
on days when he was feeling low 
and wondered if he could not divide the Psalter. 

Could he say the 75 generally upbeat Psalms 
twice on his good days, 

and the other 75 Psalms twice on his bad days? 

This would fulfill his required 150 Psalms a day. 
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The wise old abbot told him 

that was exactly what he should not do. 

'The praying of the Psalms is meant to remind us 
of joyful events when we are sad/' he said, 

"and of tragedies when we are exuberant - 

so that we may be taken out of 
our private little world 

and may become aware of others 

and their joys and hardships." (Demitrius Dumm. Flowers in the Desert. 

Paulist Press. 1987, p. 49) 


To become caring people 

and to learn to move into contentment 

we need to embrace transitions from one 
circumstance to another... 

because we are always moving, 
as one writer says 

"between days in which the whole world seems 
like a rose garden and days in which 

our hearts seem tied to a millstone." (Henri Nouwen. Reaching Out. 

Doubleday. 1975, p. 56) 


Moving from one situation to another 
requires grace, 

that leads to contentment. 

But even in this situation, Paul promises 

- despite change 

- despite having things or people one day 

and feeling destitute the next 
there still is the promise of contentment 
because contentment does not rest in circumstances. 


Paul still has one more step to go. 
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III. Thirdly, he says, 

Contentment is not something you are born with, 
it's something you have to learn. 

Verses 11 and 12 repeat the phrase, 

"I have learned to be content... 

"I have learned the secret." 

Paul did not come by this grace 

with his natural sunny disposition 
-it wasn't automatic. 

He had passed through great reverses in his life 

and grace is most needed with sudden reverses. 

It was a grace he got 

plenty of opportunity to practice. 

While it's hard for us to learn to live equally 
peacefully in good and bad circumstances; 

None of us want to learn that movement... 

the movement between bad and good circumstances- 

where the uncertainty in life needs to be embraced. 

We are people who want things resolved. 

As Henri Nouwen says 

some of us would prefer 

living with a bad certainty 

than with a good uncertainty. (Ibid, p.74) 

But Paul tells us that to learn this and to practice it 
is part of the process 

of becoming contented. 

If the secret to Paul's contentment was not in his friends' gifts; 

If it was not in his circumstances; 

If it was not given to him by birth, and he had to learn it; 
What then, finally, was his secret? 
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IV. In verse 13 Paul says, "I can do all things, 

through Christ who strengthens me." 

There were some things for which Paul needed supernatural strength. 

It was a mystery, a secret- 

a living Person within would move with him 
from one circumstance to the next. 


Paul found that 

though life is a journey of inconsistencies 
and extremes in circumstance, 
through Christ, 

there was strength and power 

to respond with peaceful steadiness. 

If we were first or second century readers of this 
letter we could easily see that verses 11 and 12 were 
ordinary Stoic philosophy- 

one of the ruling philosophies in Paul's day. 

Stoicism said 

Keep a stiff upper lip. 

Learn to say, "I don't care". 

Don't invest emotion when life gets difficult. 

In fact, this word "content" was current in Stoicism 
and was used to demonstrate the perfectly 
self-sufficient person. 

But Paul was a Christian. 

He knew where he parted with the ways of Stoicism. 
Paul was not self-sufficient, 
he was God-sufficient. 


"I can do all things through Christ 
who strengthens me." 

The empowerment of the Lord is what made 
all the difference. 
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Paul was not simply the Stoic with the stiff upper lip. 

He had a Keeper of his spirit, 
the steady flame of the One within. 

The Holy One 

The Lord Jesus Christ 
who would enable him. 

How do we appropriate this kind of empowerment to find and keep contentment? 

It's helpful to think of it like a marriage covenant. 

It's both a one-time commitment 
to receive God's loving presence 

and a daily, hourly fresh renewal of it. 

Perhaps we can visualize the empowering of 

the Lord Jesus for the circumstances we're in now. 

That steady grace is offered to you and me now. 

We might hear it in the words of a song, 
a Scripture, 
a neighbor, 
in creation. 

Listen to the words the Lord speaks to us: 

I love you today in this situation 
I am with you and will keep you 

in all places wherever you go. (Gen. 28:15) 

I spoke of my Grandmother Louise in the beginning. 

In her later years, 

God gave her friends from a sister church 

who embraced her in full communion. 

She was restored in community life 

and again she managed well economically. 

But there was a steadiness that had threaded through all the 
good and bad circumstances in her life- 

a flexible contentment. 
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Her Lord and her song stayed the same. 

One of the hymns that was never far 
from her lips was 

"So nimm denn meine Haende und fuehre mich." 
("Take Thou my hand, oh Father, and lead Thou me.") 

She exhibited what Paul says in the close of his letter 
"The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ 

be with your spirit." 

For you and me too, there is a place of contentment 
at the center of the heart of God 
-not in our friend's provisions for us 
-not in our good or bad circumstances. 

And we're Not born with it - 

it must be learned and appropriated. 


It's in Christ. 

In all the extremes of life 

Let us rest in the steady flame 

of the love of the Lord Jesus Christ. 


Amen. 





All are witnesses 
of God's redeeming love 




SARAH KLASSEN 


Hagar and the God Who Sees 

Genesis 16, 21:1-19 


Y ou may have noticed that this story is 
not a comfortable one. The plot involves 
a triangle in a household where there's 
not perfect harmony and, apparently, 
not enough love to go around; a household 
where jealousy and willfulness lead to cruel 
abuse. The setting shifts from the tents of this 
uneasy household to a hostile desert. The char- 
acters are not always nice people. And as for 
God's part in this story, I suspect if we had our 
way we'd want to discreetly rewrite the lines in 
certain places, modify God's role and bring it in 
line with our idea of what God should do. It's 
not an idyllic story for a mother's day, nor does 
it have an easy meaning, but it is a significant 
story. 

Whose story is it that we've just heard? Usu- 
ally we consider this to be a segment of Abram's 
story. Abram is the one God chose to covenant 
with, the one agonizing for an heir, the one we've 
come to see as everyone's favorite hero of faith. 
This morning we're going to acknowledge that 
people who are slaves, people who are foreigners, 
and people who are women have stories too, sto- 
ries worth attending to. This time it's Hagar's story. 

Perhaps, like me, you first heard this story in 
Sunday School. My teacher had us memorize the 


line, "Thou God seest me." (KJV) A more contem- 
porary wording of this key to the story is "You 
are the God who sees me." Either way, that state- 
ment is pretty amazing: God the Creator sees you 
and me, personally, where we live, where we 
work, here where we sit in the pew. Is it com- 
forting to think that God sees you? As a child I 
sometimes found the idea frightening and even 
now — it is sobering. 

Who is Hagar? She's an Egyptian who has 
somehow come to live with a Hebrew family in 
the Promised land. Since the Egyptians were 
enemies of the Hebrews, she's definitely an out- 
sider. She's a servant, a slave, with no rights and 
no freedom. She's a woman in a time and world 
where women did not enjoy an enviable status. 
She's also young and fertile. 

Our story places Hagar side by side with a 
woman who is a Hebrew, one of God's people. 
Hagar's mistress, Sarah, is the wife of a promi- 
nent man and she is wealthy. As the story 
reveals, these advantages give her considerable 
power. She's also rather mean. 

In this story, Hagar is given an important role, 
not uncommon in that culture. Like other 
female slaves before her, she's selected to become 
the solution to her mistress' infertility. This cus- 
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tom of using the female servant to ensure an 
heir, has been used by Margaret Atwood in her 
futuristic novel The Handmaid's Tale (1986), in 
which a certain class of women, the handmaids, 
are kept in bondage in order to provide the ster- 
ile women of the privileged class with children. 
Atwood's story is a chilling one. And so is 
Hagar's. Phyllis Trible includes it as one of what 
she calls "texts of terror." (Texts of Terror. 1984) 

The story is told in two main acts, and each 
act has two scenes, the first in the household of 
Abram and Sarah and the second in the desert. 

In Genesis 16, Sarah takes the initiative and 
gives Hagar to Abram. It seems to have been 
Sarah's idea and her motive, if we read her words 
carefully, seems to be more immediate, more self- 
centered than that God's will should be done or 
that the promise of becoming a large nation can 
be fulfilled. "Perhaps I can build a family through 
her," she says. Sarah wants a family; she wants 
desperately to be saved from the terrible affliction 
of childlessness. And Abram has no objections. 

The plan works. But instead of being delighted 
that a child is to be born, Sarah is upset. Hagar, 
the subservient one, is quite willing to grab her 
chance to feel superior. She's the pregnant one; 
not her mistress. The story says that "she began 
to despise her mistress." Another translation uses 
the word "contempt." Despise and contempt are 
not nice words. Sarah did not like to be despised; 
it made her furious. She blamed the whole thing, 
which had been her idea in the first place, on 
Abram. "You are responsible for the wrong I am 
suffering." And did Abram dig in his heels and 
insist on fair and just treatment for the pregnant 
maid? No. He said, "Do with her whatever you 
think best." 

And then we read these disappointing words: 
" Then Sarah mistreated Hagar; so she fled." 


This is clearly a case of abuse and it happens in 
a family situation to one who is powerless. We 
can't, of course, come down too hard on Abram 
and Sarah for keeping slaves and using the hand- 
maiden as a concubine: in that cultural context 
both practices were legal and acceptable. But the 
heartless way they treat her appalls us: the failure 
to treat as human a person who, though she's 
different from the rest of the family, has feelings 
and sensibilities, has the capacity for being hurt, 
and is in a very vulnerable situation. One can 
imagine the desolation, pain, anger, and perhaps 
fear, evoked by this mistreatment. If we could 
enter into Hagar's suffering and loneliness and 
try to feel the callousness that surrounds her, we 
might be moved to resolve with God's help never 
again to reject a person who isn't in the inner cir- 
cle, who hasn't had the advantages we've had, 
not even if that person hasn't shown us perfect 
respect. Then the world in which we live and 
move would be a different place, and reading the 
story would have been worthwhile. 

But back to the story and the language of the 
story. When we relate to people, we do so 
through language, through words. Ursula le 
Guin, science fiction writer, suggests that as we 
grow up we learn first a mother tongue and later 
a father tongue. The mother tongue, she sug- 
gests, the one we learn first, is the common lan- 
guage of everyday things. It is language that 
expects an answer; it is language not just to com- 
municate information but also for relationship, 
to make friends, to encourage someone. It is lan- 
guage that unites and brings us closer together. 
The father tongue which we learn later is the lan- 
guage of command and control, the language of 
pronouncement, the language of social power. It 
is language that distances. It has the power to 
displace the mother tongue. 



HAGAR AND THE GOD WHO SEES 


55 


It seems to me that both Abram and Sarah are 
speaking with the second kind of language: "Go, 
sleep with my maid servant/' "You are responsi- 
ble," "The Lord judge between you and me." 
"Do with her whatever you think best." This isn't 
the kind of language that invites Hagar into con- 
versation. She remains voiceless in this scene. 

Ursula le Guin, in commenting on power, dif- 
ferentiates between power over and power to. 
The first gives you control and the second leaves 
you with responsibility. In this story the mistress 
has power over her maid and she exercises it 
with unnecessary cruelty. 

Hagar, who has no controlling kind of power, 
still has power to and so she chooses to run away. 
Like us, she has to take responsibility for her 
choices. Where does Hagar's choice lead? It leads 
her to the desert. 

And this brings us to the second scene of the 
first act where God enters the story, through the 
messenger, and where Hagar gets into the con- 
versation. In the desert where God sees Hagar, 
God begins by using the mother tongue kind of 
language. For starters, God addresses her by 
name, something her master and mistress never 
do in this story. They talk about her, as if she's 
an object. But God calls her by name. 

God, speaking through his messenger, asks a 
question which invites an answer. "Hagar, servant 
of Sarah, where have you come from, and where are 
you going?" If we were writing the story we might 
leave out that bit about "servant of Sarah." Did 
the angel have to rub it in? Hadn't she run away 
from her mistress? Wasn't she free now of that 
bondage? 

Hagar, drawn into conversation with the 
divine, answers the first part of the question: 
"Where have you come from?" She says, very 
honestly, "I'm running away from my mistress." 


Here we would like the angel to say something 
like: "Good for you. You've escaped an impossi- 
ble situation and it's about time. Don't worry 
about a thing. I'll help you." Instead, the divine 
messenger answers the second part of the ques- 
tion, the part Hagar left unanswered, maybe 
because she wasn't sure of the answer: "Where 
are you going?" The messenger tells her where 
she's going. "Go back to your mistress and submit to 
her." This is not mother tongue and surely the 
command flies in the face of reason, to send the 
abused victim back into a situation of abuse. Can 
that be God's will? What is this story about, any- 
way? Is its moral simply: Don't run away from 
your problems, face up to them? Is the divine 
message designed to save Hagar's life, and her 
unborn child's, because they would surely perish 
in the desert? Or does the story have to do some- 
how with the fact that God's plan is greater and 
more complex than we will ever understand? 
That's an easy explanation which is often used 
when we're baffled. 

We wish the story would go on to say that 
when Sarah saw her handmaiden return, she 
relented and treated her kindly at least for the 
remainder of the pregnancy. We are given no 
such comfort. 

Let's return to the rest of this scene in the 
desert. God does have something remarkable to 
say to Hagar. He tells her: "I will so increase your 
descendants that they will be too numerous to 
count." Doesn't that sound like the way God 
spoke to Abram? This sounds like covenant lan- 
guage: God entering into covenant with his cre- 
ation. But with a woman? An Egyptian — one of 
the enemies of God's people? A slave? The divine 
messenger tells Hagar her future. God knows her 
future, as he knows the future of the patriarchs 
and the future of his chosen, special people, the 
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Hebrews. Hagar may not be inside that special 
covenant between God and his special people, 
but she is part of God's creation and God's ulti- 
mate purpose embraces everything that has been 
created. Hagar is in God's plan. 

God lets Hagar know the good with the bad. 
Yes, she will have a son and be the mother of 
many descendants, that's the good news. But her 
son will live in hostility and is promised no land. 
That's the significant bad news. 

Hagar in the desert: an image pregnant with 
possibility. She foreshadows the history of the 
Hebrews in reverse. They found themselves in 
the desert when they were fleeing from Egypt, 
and they were desperate for water. She is appar- 
ently fleeing into Egypt, which is home to her, 
and the story tells us she's near a spring. She has 
water. We are reminded that Jesus too found 
himself in the desert for a period of very hard 
testing. And we sometimes refer to bad times as 
desert experiences. 

Hagar met God in the desert. God didn't take 
her to a beautiful oasis and assure her she didn't 
have to return to an unkind mistress and to a 
master who wouldn't take her side. But he saw 
her there, he knew who she was, he spoke her 
name and made her a promise no other woman 
in the Bible is given. God acknowledged this 
Egyptian slave woman whom his people had 
mistreated. And apparently God didn't act 
because she pleaded so desperately, the way we 
sometimes pray. As far as the Story goes, Hagar 
did not call out for God. God spoke first. He did- 
n't have to, but he did what it is his nature to do: 
look for the lost. And she finds her voice in the 
desert and acknowledges "You are the God who 
sees me." In saying this, .she becomes an individ- 
ual in the Bible who names God. We would like 
the story to tell us that from this moment Hagar 


put her complete trust in God and followed him 
faithfully for the rest of her life. We aren't told 
whether or not that happened. But Hagar's last 
words in this segment of the story are strong 
words. She says: "I have now seen the One who sees 
me." Hagar's eyes had been opened. Things have 
changed. 

And now the sequel, which we pick up after 
much has happened. Hagar gives birth to a son: 
Ishmael. Then Sarah gives birth to a son: Isaac. 
Abram can breathe easy; he's got the heir he so 
desperately wanted. And Sarah can hold her 
head high. They've probably regretted their ear- 
lier impatience that resulted in that whole messy 
business with Hagar, but God has given them a 
legitimate son and all is well 

And once again Sarah uses her power, not to 
show kindness, but to control. The Egyptian 
slave has got to go. The son of the servant may 
not grow up with Sarah's son, and he may cer- 
tainly not inherit along with that son. Abram, to 
give him credit, is distressed with his wife's deci- 
sion, not enough to take drastic action, but 
enough to pack some bread and water for the 
outcasts. 

Maybe the most frightening thing in the 
story is that God tells Abram to listen to his wife. 
Why? Is it because the covenant is above all else? 
God chose Abram and Sarah to be parents of a 
special people. Hagar wasn't chosen for this priv- 
ilege. Is it because God with his complete view 
sees more than one way for Hagar? Can God be 
on more than one side in a conflict? Or is Hagar 
the victim doomed to live out indefinitely the 
hurtful results of the unwise decisions taken by 
her all-too-human master and mistress, who 
occupy positions of privilege? 

In any case, Hagar finds herself once more in 
the desert, this time not by her own choice, this 
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time with a young child, and this time the story 
offers no spring of water. The small supply of 
water she carries will not last long. The situation 
is desperate. 

Our Egyptian Hagar places her child under a 
bush because she can't bear to see him die. God 
who lacks neither the ability to see nor the abil- 
ity to hear, once again acts even before Hagar 
prays. God responds to the cries of Hagar's child, 
and opens Hagar's eyes so she can see the spring 
of water nearby. This is a saving God who does 
not let the abused woman and the rejected child 
die in the desert. Hagar is assured once again that 
she has a future, a future known to God. She is 
offered hope. She is not left sobbing on the 
ground. As the story concludes she is picking 
herself up and getting water for her thirsty child. 

The novelist John Steinbeck once said: "If a 
story is not about the hearer he [she] will not lis- 
ten A great and lasting story is about everyone 

or it will not last. The strange and foreign is not 
interesting - only the deeply personal and famil- 
iar." (East of Eden. Viking Penquin. 1970, p.310) 

Is Hagar's story about us? It has certainly 
lasted. We may be unwilling to identify with the 
"villains" of the story — the Hebrew master and 
mistress; and some of us may feel we have noth- 
ing in common with the foreign slave woman. 

Our faith community is one that God is bless- 
ing locally, and also within the global context; 
we are in a position of privilege, and that gives us 
power. How do we use that power in the church 
and in the larger community? Do we use it to 
bring hope and good news and practical help to 
the world? Or do we withhold friendship and 
increase suffering? 


This story is about family. We have lots to 
learn about family, whether that's the biological 
family or the church family or the community. 
We need to learn about extending family bound- 
aries to make room for those who are not one of 
us, for those we deem too ungifted to have any- 
thing to offer, for those we have no place for 
because somehow they don't attract us, or they 
are "different," and we see them as alien. Possi- 
bly no one else wants them either. And yet they 
are looking to be called out of their desert of 
loneliness, fear, abuse and rejection, into a warm 
family. 

Maybe some of us identify this morning with 
Hagar. Which one of us hasn't at some time, per- 
haps this very week, felt like an outsider, a 
stranger, rejected and unloved, or found our- 
selves stranded in a desert, perhaps of our own 
making, or a desert we've been dropped into by 
circumstances, or one that we've been driven 
into by a callous world. What an amazing thing 
to know that in that desert, God, who is a God 
who sees and saves, knows about us, and if we 
are desperate enough, and willing to listen, we 
may hear God speak to us in a way that has never 
happened in better days. He can open our eyes 
and teach us, too, to see him. And that's a mira- 
cle. 

The man in the gospel of John, after meeting 
God in human form, testified: "One thing I do 
know. I was blind but now I see. " As we pick our- 
selves up from our deserts and move toward the 
springs of water that God is showing us, we too 
can say with Hagar, "I have now seen the One who 
sees me." That possibility is good news. 




NADINE FRIESEN 


Hannah's Journey from 
Hopelessness to Hopefulness 

I Samuel 1-2 


H annah's drama includes feelings, experi- 
ences and thoughts that most of us have 
had at one time or another: 

• Enduring ridicule for something over which 
we have no control. Maybe it's something about 
our appearance - some family characteristic - 
having to take a job that has little respect - some 
activity we can't do well, no matter how hard we 
try. 

• Questioning why other people's prayers are 
answered when God seems too busy or indiffer- 
ent to respond to our needs. Wondering why 
God doesn't change things if God really has the 
power to do so. 

• Wanting desperately to do or give something 
to someone we love dearly - but it seems so 
impossible, we feel so inadequate. 

• Being so discouraged about life's disappoint- 
ments we don't even want to eat. 

• Constantly bumping into people all around 
us who have exactly what we so desperately want 
and wondering what would be wrong with us 
having it also. 

Our common experiences certainly are not all 
negative. 

• Being amazed and delighted at God's good- 
ness and faithfulness in the midst of all the chal- 


lenges and struggles life can offer. 

• Knowing we are loved for who we are, not for 
what we can or can't do. 

• Feeling the thrill of having a prayer of many 
years answered unexpectedly. 

• If you have not experienced these things per- 
sonally, you probably know someone who has. 
All of them were a part of Hannah's story which 
is found in I Samuel 1-2. 

Setting 

The time is about 1075 BC and Israel is in 
transition between judges and kings. The place is 
Ramathaim or Ramah, a few miles north of 
Jerusalem. The characters include Elkanah, the 
husband, and Hannah and Peninnah, his two 
wives. The plot is based on the fact that Penin- 
nah has children - Hannah doesn't. Hannah is 
Elkanah's favorite and Peninnah was probably 
added because Hannah didn't have children. 

Act I - Journey Without Hope 

Elkanah and his family were faithful wor- 
shipers. Every year they went to Shiloh, Israel's 
center of worship. This was where Eli and his 
sons served as priests. When it was time to sacri- 
fice, Elkanah would dole out the sacrifices. 
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Peninnah's portion was large because she 
received some for all her sons and daughters. 
Hannah was only Hannah so her portion was 
smaller but note in verse 5, "because ofElkannah's 
love for her ; he gave her a double portion. " 

Not that she needed any reminders, but the 
portions were a constant reminder to Hannah 
that she had no children. That pain was intensi- 
fied by Peninnah's taunts. "You don't have any 
children." "You haven't given Elkanah a son." "I 
have both sons and daughters." 

Every year - over and over. It certainly would 
dampen one's joy in worship; one wonders why 
Hannah even went. How would you feel if as you 
entered the sanctuary people would remind you 
of all that's lacking in your life? 

Whenever Hannah went up to the house of 
the Lord , her rival provoked her till she wept 
and would not eat (I Samuel 1:7) 

Elkanah's response was loving and support- 
ive. "Hannah why are you crying? Don't you 
know I love you? Don't worry about giving me 
sons. Don't I mean more to you than ten sons?" 

On one of these trips to Shiloh, Hannah 
pours out her heart to God and makes a dramatic 
promise. It sounds like one of those "Lord if 
you'll just get me out of this mess, I'll go be a 
missionary in the jungle" kind of prayers. 

In bitterness of soul Hannah wept much and 
prayed to the Lord. And she made a vow, say- 
ing, "O Lord Almighty, if you will only look 
upon your servant's misery and remember 
me, and not forget your servant but give her 
a son, then I will give him to the Lord for all 
the days of his life, and no razor will ever be 
used on his head." (w. 1:10,11) 


She already had enough trouble - feeling 
inadequate, knowing that not having children 
was viewed as divine judgment, having to watch 
all the people coming as families to a great cele- 
bration, and dealing with the harassment of her 
"co-wife." Now on fop of all that, when she goes 
to pray, the pastor thinks she is drunk. 

This may seem like Eli's most embarrassing 
ministry moment. In reality it was not all that 
uncommon to find intoxicated people in the 
temple where there was frequent celebrating and 
feasting. This was also a time of spiritual lethargy 
for Israel when the focus was more on personal 
pleasure than on worship and obedience to God. 
Sound a bit familiar? Eli's response was to wish 
her God's peace and the answer to her prayer. 
Note Hannah's next step. 

She said, "May your servant find favor in 
your eyes." Then she went her way and ate 
something, and her face was no longer down- 
cast. Early the next morning they arose and 
worshiped before the Lord and then went 
back to their home atRamah. (w. 18-19) 

Hannah's Response 

Before going on to Act II, let's review Han- 
nah's response at this point. 

• She was honest about her feelings and 
expressed her hurt. 

• She didn't fight back. 

• She took her pain to the Lord. Her despair 
was directed to the One with ultimate power and 
compassion. 

And without faith it is impossible to please 
God, because anyone who comes to him must 
believe that he exists and that he rewards 
those who earnestly seek him. (Heb. 11:6) 
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She went to the Lord, not knowing what her 
reward would be. 

• She viewed herself as a servant, in submis- 
sion to the Lord Almighty. 

• She made a promise, a vow. Maybe she was 
hoping it would aid in the fulfillment of her 
request. 

Nevertheless, she was willing to offer back to 
the Lord what He gave to her. That is an act of 
obedience. 

It seems that this is the time when hopeless- 
ness began turning to hopefulness; not when the 
problem was solved but when she surrendered 
her despair to the Lord Almighty. 

Our Response 

How do we respond when we are full of 
anguish and deeply troubled? It seldom works to 
try to cover up the pain. It reveals itself in one 
way or another. We need to share our struggles 
with one another to help lighten the load. We 
also need to recognize that ultimately there is 
only One true burden bearer. Christ invites us to 
bring our burdens to the cross and leave them 
there. 

May the God of hope fill you with all joy and 
peace as you trust in him , so that you may 
overflow with hope by the power of the Holy 
Spirit. (Romans 15:13) 

The joy, peace and hope come - not as all prob- 
lems are solved - but as we trust in Him. 

Act II - Journey Toward Hope 

Elkanah lay with Hannah his wife , and the 
Lord remembered her. So in the course of time 
Hannah conceived and gave birth to a son. 


She named him Samuel , saying " Because I 

asked the Lord for him." (w. 19b-20) 

Hannah stayed home during the trips to 
Shiloh for the next few years, probably until 
Samuel was three years old. From other literature 
written at this time we know children were usu- 
ally weaned at that age. Imagine the mixed 
emotions and dynamics Hannah must have felt 
in making this journey. The joy of answered 
prayer combined with the agony of anticipated 
separation. 

The Nazarite vow she had made meant that 
Samuel was specially dedicated to God and 
would separate himself from others and submit 
to God. It included outward signs such as 
abstaining from wine, cutting of hair and con- 
tact with dead bodies. 

Hopefully, there was no ridicule during this 
trip. Hannah and Elkanah brought a significant 
sacrifice as indicated in verse 24, a full grown bull 
and a half bushel of flour and wine. After making 
the sacrifice, they presented their son to Eli, giv- 
ing God the credit for Samuel's existence. 

Hannah's Response 

Some think Hannah was just a person more 
concerned with her own reputation than with 
truly seeking the Lord. I'm not sure any of us 
ever have totally pure motives. The miracle is 
that God continues to work out His plan in spite 
of us. There are several key principles we can 
learn from Hannah's response. 

1. Hannah's dedication of her son was an act 
of gratitude to God in praise for answered prayer. 

2. She viewed Samuel as a gift from God on 
loan to them. Not a bad way for all parents to 
view their children. He had come from God in 
the first place and now he was going back to the 
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house of God to live and serve. 

3. Hannah trusted God. He cared about her 
and would care for her son as well. There is no 
greater place of security than in the care of God. 
Hannah had learned to trust through her pain. 
Rather than becoming bitter, her relationship 
with God had deepened. 

4. God gave her the strength to obey and 
enabled her to carry out his plan even though 
Hannah didn't understand all the implications. 
God was already preparing Samuel for the min- 
istry he had for him. God knew about his plan 
for Israel as a nation and through them, all of the 
world. A world in which each person, including 
you and me, would have an opportunity to 
respond to Jesus Christ. 

Hannah's story is evidence again that while 
God is concerned about the affairs of the nations 
and the entire world, he is just as involved in the 
lives of each individual. 

Hannah's Prayer 

The prayer attributed to Hannah in chapter 
2:1-10 describes her expression of confidence in 
the power of God. God invites us to apply Han- 
nah's prayer to whatever it is in our lives that we 
need or want to dedicate or rededicate to God. 

My heart rejoices in the Lord; in the Lord my 
horn, is lifted high. (v. 1 ) 

Relying on God takes a big weight off our shoul- 
ders and renews our strength. 

My mouth boasts over my enemies , for I 
delight in your deliverance. 

Our enemy may be a critical spirit, a temper that 
takes off easily or a nagging worry we can't let go. 


Verses 2 through 5 describe the character of 
God. No one compares to God who is our Rock 
and stability. God is all knowing and has the 
final word, even though we sometimes act like 
we know it all. All that we are that is good is a gift 
from God. 

God's actions are described in verses 6 
through 10. God gives strength to the weak. He 
lifts the lowly and offers protection. 

It is not by strength that one prevails; those 
who oppose the Lord will be shattered. He will 
thunder against them from heaven; the Lord 
will judge the ends of the earth, (w. 9b , 10) 

Our Response 

Like Hannah, we need God's help to make the 
journey from hopelessness to hopefulness. Like 
Hannah, we can decide whether or not to believe 
and act upon the truths that sometimes we feel 
and sometimes we don't. 

There is great security in belonging to an all- 
powerful God. God knows what He is doing. He 
deserves the credit for all that is good. God's plan 
and glory can be revealed even through pain and 
hurt. Circumstances do not change the character 
of God. God can be trusted with whatever is 
committed to Him. Hope comes when we sur- 
render control to God. 

Where are you on your journey from hope- 
lessness to hopefulness? 

Wherever there is God, there is hope. 

We who have fled to take hold of the hope 
offered to us may be greatly encouraged. We 
have this hope as an anchor for the soul, 
firm and secure. Let us hold unswervingly to 
the hope we profess, for he who promised is 
faithful. (Heb. 6:18,19; 10:23) 



MARY THIESSEN NATION 


A Fish , A Vine and A Worm: 
The Way to Jonah's Heart 

Jonah 


W hen I was asked to share from the 
book of Jonah, I imagined I would 
discover truths concerning run- 
ning from God, mercy, or prejudice 
and racism, but God impressed on my mind and 
heart that Jonah is a story about God's personal 
and persistent concern for his people, his mes- 
sengers. Jonah is the only book among the 
prophets in the Old Testament in which the 
focus is on the messenger, not on the message. 
The book of Jonah has taught me a lot about 
myself, and what it is that God really wants from 
me and what he wants to do in me. 

Let me begin by telling you a little of my per- 
sonal story. You'll see how it connects with 
Jonah later. 

I spent the first 18 years of my life in Leth- 
bridge, Alberta. Then after two years of Bible 
School in British Columbia, and one year in Hol- 
land with MCC, I returned home for one year 
before going to Tabor College in Hillsboro, 
Kansas. It was while I was studying at Tabor Col- 
lege that one of the professors challenged me to 
go to inner city Los Angeles on a three week 
course during the month of January. It was after 
that trip that I was invited to move to L.A. as a 
full-time missionary. I fought it for a while, but 


God persuaded me through the needs, through 
what I knew I had to offer because of my family 
and church background, and through a deepen- 
ing assurance that he would be with me. 

Three months after I moved to L.A. in Janu- 
ary of 1973, I was asked to become the women's 
staff director. That was a much tougher decision. 
By that time our home had been robbed, people 
thought we belonged to the house of prostitu- 
tion behind our home (why else would white 
women be living there?), our windows had been 
broken repeatedly, a young guy had been killed 
on our cross street, a badly beaten woman came 
to my door for help after an attempted rape ... So, 
being asked to direct the ministry and staff was 
not like asking me to go for a walk in the park. I 
knew what kinds of things could happen. 

I wrestled and agonized over the decision. I 
remember how one afternoon I spent hours 
walking back and forth in my bedroom, praying, 
talking out loud, arguing for and against accept- 
ing the responsibility — but mostly I remember a 
deep awareness that this was going to be a very 
lonely and difficult position at times. I was 
tempted to run like Jonah did. During that 
period of my life I received a letter from the for- 
mer pastor of this church which included the 
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verses from Joshua 1: 6 and 9, "Be strong and 
courageous , because you will lead these people ...do 
not be terrified or discouraged , for the Lord your God 
will be with you wherever you go." I realized this 
letter was a personal message from God since the 
writer didn't know about my struggle at the time. 

As you probably guessed, I finally said "yes." 
That was 22 years ago. But, my sense was correct. 
Leadership was tough. Only a few months later 
we received numerous threatening calls because 
I had finally called the police when someone 
repeatedly broke into our garage. The parents 
were furious that their sons had police records 
because of that call. 

One afternoon after repeated threats of dis- 
memberment, I told God I was not leaving my 
bedroom until he gave me peace — I was 
exhausted by the fear. It was up to God to do 
something or I would have to leave L.A. God did 
in fact meet me — he showed me that no matter 
what they did to my body, they could never 
touch the real me. Also, it was as clear as crystal 
to me that I could not create peace — peace is a 
fruit of the Spirit. Also, peace is not the absence 
of danger. It's the presence of God. I opened my 
hands and mind and heart, and I received peace. 
Many times after that, particularly when I coun- 
seled women who had been attacked or raped, 
we found the supernatural gift of peace by asking 
for it, by receiving it — we could not create or 
manufacture it. 

These stories from my life show you how God 
called me, communicated with me and kept 
working on my heart. I've had many similar expe- 
riences with God over the years. Each time a new 
challenge came, or I wanted to run, God stuck 
with me and kept working on me and in me. 

By now you may have an idea of what I think 
God is saying through the book of Jonah. Let's 


look at a few things about God and a few things 
about Jonah that will lead us to the core or cen- 
tral issues of this text. Let's look at God first. 

God communicated with Jonah 
personally 

God called Jonah to a specific task and spoke 
to Jonah in such a way that Jonah knew it was 
God who was speaking. We read in chapter 1, 
verse 1, "The word of the Lord came to Jonah son of 
Amittai: ' Go to the great city of Nineveh and preach 
against it/" Jonah knew God was speaking to him 
personally, and he knew what God wanted him 
to do. 

God knew which lessons Jonah needed to 
learn. Jonah was a Jewish prophet during a time 
when the Ninevites and the larger race of Assyri- 
ans were not only living wicked lives, they were 
also enemies of the Jews. Jonah likely had mem- 
ories of Jews who had been tortured and killed by 
the Assyrians. These memories made Jonah 
pretty angry. In addition there was a growing 
problem among the Jewish people. They forgot 
that God had chosen them specifically so they 
could bless other nations — he had not simply 
chosen them so they could be blessed. The Jews 
had become self-centered. 

Jonah too had become exclusive — he wanted 
God's mercy and blessing for himself and his 
people, but not for their enemies; he was actually 
racist — he wanted judgment and justice instead 
of mercy for the enemies of God. Jonah had 
become bitter, angry, selfish, and self-protective. 
God knew he would have to teach Jonah step by 
step, but God was persistent and he communi- 
cated in ways that Jonah understood. 

Throughout the story, God obviously knows 
Jonah's learning style. Jonah must have been a 
tactile or kinesthetic learner, someone who 
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learned through his senses. God used all of 
Jonah's senses by using a great wind, a violent 
storm, a fish, a three-day trip inside the stomach 
of a sea creature, a sensational ride through the 
air (I can only imagine what it would feel like to 
be vomited out of a fish), a vine, nice cool shade, 
a scorching east wind and even a worm. Jonah 
had a chance to see, hear, touch, taste, and smell 
things he'd never dreamed of. Yes, God got 
Jonah's attention by communicating in ways 
Jonah would understand. 

So now we know three things about God — he 
communicated personally, knew which lessons 
Jonah needed to learn, and taught Jonah in ways 
Jonah could understand. But what was God's 
purpose in all this? Was God simply trying to save 
Nineveh? Let's look now at Jonah to gain further 
insights as to what this story means for us. 

Not only did God know Jonah, Jonah 
knew God too; well, at least he knew a 
lot about him 

Sometimes we think that people who run 
away from God don't know him. On the con- 
trary, Jonah knew God all too well. Jonah heard 
God's call and directions. Otherwise he wouldn't 
have run. In chapter 1 he tells the sailors that 
God is Lord of the sea and dry land. And in 
chapter 4 he accuses God of being "gracious and 
compassionate , slow to anger and abounding in love , 
a God who relents from sending calamity" (4:2). 
Yes, Jonah knew about God. 

Jonah also knew that God was a God of 
mercy. Wasn't that why he was against going to 
Nineveh? He didn't want to warn the people. 
So, when the terrible storm came up on the sea, 
Jonah knew that this God of mercy could very 
well stop the storm. They wouldn't have had to 
throw Jonah into the sea. In other words, Jonah 


could have repented right then and there, and 
the storm would have stopped. But Jonah was so 
set against God showing mercy to the wicked 
people of Nineveh he would rather die than be a 
messenger of God's mercy to his enemies. He 
was willing to sacrifice his life so the Ninevites 
would get what was coming to them, what they 
deserved. Anger is that consuming; bitterness 
has that kind of power. Jonah would rather die 
than let God be merciful. 

Yes, Jonah knew a lot about God. But that 
wasn't enough. Jonah also knew God was among 
his people. For a moment Jonah may have 
thought that by getting out of the land of God's 
chosen people, he could silence the voice of God. 
Don't we make the same assumption at times? 
If we can skip hearing God at the youth group or 
in church, if we can hang out with the crowd 
who are having fun and who don't ever talk 
about God, maybe God will stop bugging us. 
That's possibly what Jonah thought. 

So when God says, go north east, Jonah goes 
south west. The opposite direction. If your 
mother has ever said, "Go upstairs to do your 
homework and you slip downstairs to watch tele- 
vision, you're playing Jonah's game. Except it 
wasn't a game, was it? The opposite direction in 
Jonah's case was literally down. Not only does 
Jonah head down to Joppa, he goes down below 
the deck on the ship. He has no idea how far 
down he's going to go before this trip is over. 
Later when he's praying inside the fish he prays 
words "from the depths of the grave , " "you hurled 
me into the deep, into the very heart of the seas, " "the 
deep surrounded me", "to the roots of the mountains 
I sank down" (2: 2-6). When Jonah went the 
opposite direction, he went down. Maybe the 
opposite direction isn't all that safe. Who wants 
to go down in life? 



66 


ALL ARE WITNESSES 


No, you don't get away from God by running 
away from God's people. So far we've learned 
that Jonah knew about God and he knew that 
God was among his people. What else do we 
know about Jonah? Jonah even knew how to 
pray. 

From inside the fish Jonah calls out to the 
Lord in his distress and God answers and listens 
to his cry (2:2). Verses 4 and 7 show Jonah also 
knew where to find God — in his holy temple — 
that's where God met Israel in those days. 
Throughout the prayer Jonah goes back and 
forth between expressions of pain at being so far 
down, and expressions of knowing where God is. 

The prayer actually sounds a lot like me 
when I'm at my lowest point — I can almost hear 
myself crying out to God and interjecting a "but 
I know you're there" and then arguing and com- 
plaining some more and saying, "but you've 
promised, God," and after a few more gut- 
wrenching expressions I'll add, "aren't you sup- 
posed to be a loving heavenly father?" Perhaps 
you also know and pray this kind of prayer. 

Unfortunately, in Jonah's case, (and often in 
mine) prayer was totally self-centered. Even 
inside the fish he never once mentions the 
Ninevites. He uses the words "I" "me" "my" and 
"mine" at least 18 times according to my count. 
Regardless of the self focus, we have to remember 
that Jonah did pray. 

But, knowing about God and praying hon- 
estly are not enough. God wants something else 
from Jonah. Is it obedience God is after? 

In chapter 3 Jonah obeys 

After Jonah gets out of the fish, God does say 
a second time, "Go to Nineveh" and Jonah 
obeys. But look at the message Jonah brings Nin- 
eveh in chapter 3 verse 4! " Forty more days and 


Nineveh will be destroyed No hopeful word about 
repentance, no testimony of how God spared his 
life in the fish when he disobeyed, not a whisper 
about the mercy of God — only judgment. You 
get the feeling Jonah is obeying but that he has- 
n't changed much. God's messengers often take 
a long time to change, especially when it comes 
to our feelings about other races and other 
groups who are not only different than we are, 
but particularly if their sins threaten our safety or 
jeopardize our children directly. 

I've felt it myself in Los Angeles. When I'm 
scared because of the violence, the repeated 
thefts, the many rapes — my fear and anger boils 
up and I don't even want mercy for some of the 
wicked, or people who abuse women and chil- 
dren. 

I've heard it on a larger scale as well. There was 
sort of a gleeful attitude about God finally giving 
Los Angeles what it deserved when we had the 
riots, the fires, and the earthquake — all within 
these past three years. Yes, instead of begging for 
mercy, Christians gloat about judgment, as long 
as it's others who are getting "what they deserve," 
not us. I'm not suggesting God's justice is never 
expressed through judgment. Nor am I forgetting 
that God's mercy on Nineveh came after they 
repented. 

And Nineveh did repent. They were given a 
40 day warning, but immediately they "declared 
a fast , and all of them, from the greatest to the least ; 
put on sackcloth and sat in the dust " (3:5,6). Their 
immediate repentance is very different from 
Jonah's repeated delays. "When God saw what 
they did and how they turned from their evil ways , he 
had compassion and did not bring upon them the 
destruction he had threatened" (3:10). 

Now that Jonah has obeyed, it appears God's 
work is done — Nineveh has repented, God's 
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judgment has been delayed, and God's mercy 
has been experienced. So the book could end. 
But, here's the clincher of the story. God did not 
only want Jonah's obedience. In other words, he 
did not simply want Jonah so he could use 
him. What? Can it be that knowing about God, 
praying to him, and even obeying aren't really 
what God is after in Jonah? What does God 
want? God is after Jonah's heart. God wants 
Jonah's heart to be like God's heart — filled with 
mercy. 

And at this point it still isn't. Jonah is still 
angry. Maybe he's angry because he hates the 
Ninevites so much he wants them dead. Maybe 
he's angry because he thinks God's chosen peo- 
ple deserve health, wealth, and prosperity while 
the wicked should get sickness, poverty, and suf- 
fering. Maybe he's angry because he could look 
like a false prophet whose words don't come 
true — his job may be on the line if it's proven 
that his predictions as a prophet don't come true. 
Perhaps it's all of these. 

But watch how God persists in trying to get 
Jonah's heart to change. It's after Nineveh 
repents, after Jonah's job is done, that we see 
most dramatically what God desires. He takes a 
whole chapter, chapter four, to do this. God 
could have said, "Forget it, Jonah, you'll never 
change." Instead, since Jonah's not understand- 
ing the lesson, God decides to show him once 
more that the real problem is Jonah's heart. 
Watch how God does it. 

It's real hot. God causes a vine to grow 
quickly in order to provide shade for Jonah. 
Jonah is ecstatic — his needs are being met. He is 
enjoying God's provision and mercy — for him- 
self. But without warning, along comes one very 
greedy worm — and the shade is gone. On top of 
that a scorching wind whips up. Jonah is boiling 


hot — inside and out. He is mad enough to die. 

And, one final time in the story, the loving 
compassionate God, the personal and persistent 
God, tries to teach Jonah the whole point with a 
story that Jonah can understand. He says, "Look, 
here you are Jonah, you care about a plant that 
dies, a plant that you didn't even create. Can't 
you see that I have the right to care about people 
and animals that I in fact did create?" In other 
words, "You want the plant to live because it 
gives you shade and comfort. I want 120,000 
people and their cattle to live because I created 
them, because I love them. Shouldn't I take care 
of them?" 

That's where the book ends. How embarrass- 
ing! Jonah cares more about a plant than about 
120,000 people. Did Jonah catch on? Did Jonah 
repent? Did his heart change? We don't know 
for sure. I assume he did or he wouldn't have 
told his story to the press. How else would the 
author have learned about Jonah running away, 
about the fish, the prayer, the repentance of the 
people of Nineveh and even the vine? That 
would be embarrassing material to leak out if 
your heart hadn't changed. 

Jesus Teaches the Same Lesson 

In case we are tempted to think that only 
Jonah needed this change of heart, Jesus tells 
numerous stories and parables with the same 
message. The parable of the unmerciful servant 
in Matthew 18:23-35, portrays someone who has 
received enormous forgiveness from his master 
but is unwilling to forgive his fellow servant a 
petty debt. The unmerciful servant is like Jonah. 

In the parable of the prodigal son in Luke 
15:11-32, the elder brother begrudges the prodi- 
gal his undeserved forgiveness. Here the elder 
brother is like Jonah. 



68 


ALL ARE WITNESSES 


The story of the Pharisee and the tax collector 
in Luke 18:9-14, shows how the tax collector, like 
the Ninevites, hopes and prays against all odds, 
"God be merciful to me a sinner", while the 
Pharisee, like Jonah, remains proud and self- 
righteous. 

And finally, the parable of the laborers in the 
vineyard in Matthew 20:1-16, hits us hard when 
it describes how those who served all day are 
angry when those who work only one hour 
receive the same pay. Inside we resent God's gen- 
erous mercy toward those who have known less 
about God, have prayed less, and done less often 
than we have. 

Yes, the lesson needs to be learned over and 
over — otherwise it wouldn't be repeated in both 
Testaments would it? Yes, God wants our hearts 
to be like his own — that's why he communicates 
personally with us, teaching us the lessons we 
need to learn, in ways we can understand. 

Personal Illustration 

So, in my preparation of this sermon, I 
decided to go back to me. I decided to tell you 
the truth about how God is trying to change my 
heart even now. I started this sermon by telling 
you how I wrestled with God — but how he kept 
working in my heart throughout my years in L.A. 
Well, I have to confess that I blew it at times 
too — but God has been personal and persistent 
with me just as he was with Jonah. About 4 years 
ago, after 18 years in Los Angeles, I was 
exhausted, discouraged, and even angry. I felt I 
had given everything I had to give. I had noth- 
ing left in me. Many things about the city, about 
my relationships, about the organization, and 
even about myself seemed hopeless. I had no 
idea at the time that God was using these feelings 
and experiences to show me how much he cared 


about my heart and about me personally. 

I was offered a study leave and decided to go 
to Fuller Seminary. I can not begin to tell you in 
how many ways God spoke to my heart, but he 
had his storms and fish and vines and worms in 
my life too. Through professors, courses, friends, 
and fellow-missionaries, God communicated 
understanding, affirmation and correction. 
Through family and supporters, through the 
beauty of nature, and through times of solitude 
and reflection, God has kept on changing and 
restoring my heart. The beauty is that as God is 
changing me, he's giving people in the city more 
courage to let him work in their hearts too. 

How is it that God changes our hearts? What 
happens if after we've known God, prayed, and 
obeyed God, we still have anger and bitterness? 
In my life God works on my heart through kind- 
ness and affirmation, through unexpected bless- 
ings and expressions of unconditional love, 
through affirming my gifts and my person. God 
also uses my failures and weaknesses — those 
times when I can do nothing but call for help, 
when I see my sinfulness, and my need for 
mercy. God changes my heart through the times 
when there is so much death and sadness around 
me that I can do nothing else but turn to God, 
unable to give anything but simply needing to 
receive. In silence I open my heart, my hands, 
and my mind for filling. I wait in God's pres- 
ence, accepting comfort; I simply sit there lis- 
tening, instead of telling or asking or planning 
my agenda. The kind of trust needed to allow 
God to change my heart is in many ways a gift 
from God. It's hard to resist God's personal and 
loving persistence! 

And so, when God recently asked me to stay 
at the seminary longer, to continue writing, 
teaching, training and counseling, rather than 
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moving back into full-time ministry in L.A., I 
started to argue but I also listened. First I said, 
"I'm not smart enough. It's too much money. It's 
too lonely to get a Ph.D. There are too many 
needs in the city to take time out for more stud- 
ies." But, God sent his fish and vines and worms 
again. 

He confirmed this call through people in the 
city who want me to represent them in this way, 
through professors who believe an evangelical 
woman, with experience in the city, needs to be 
a voice among the many liberal voices who are 
shaping the direction of urban mission. He 
affirmed me through providing the finances at 
just the right time, and through powerful notes 
of thanks from persons in the city... I could go on 
and on. 

Am I still afraid of these new challenges? Do 
I still fight God at times? Yes, I do. But, my 
prayer is that I will not only know about God, or 
pray to him in times of trouble, or even obey 


God — I want to trust him with my whole heart 
so he can make my heart like his own. When my 
experiences of mercy, comfort, hope, and love 
overflow in healing, mercy and transformation 
for others, then there is salvation for both me 
and my friends in the city. 

In closing, remember I said earlier that I 
believed Jonah's heart also changed. The sad 
thing we learn from the Bible and history is that 
Israel's heart did not change. In fact, during the 
next generation, God used Nineveh and the 
Assyrians, the very people who did repent, to 
judge the people of Israel who did not repent. 

We, as God's people, cannot take lightly the 
message of Jonah — God wants our hearts to be 
like his own. Only then will our obedience, our 
prayers, and our knowledge of him result in the 
kind of intimacy with God and love for others, in 
the kind of God-likeness, that brings healing and 
blessing to others. Only then will God's mercy to 
us overflow in mercy to others. 
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The Earth is a 
House for All People 

Psalm 8 


P salm 8 begins and ends with the refrain, "O 
Lord, Our Lord, how majestic is your name in 
all the earth!" and goes on to say "You 
made him ruler over the works of your hands, 
you put everything under his feet. " 

The temptation is to treat the earth as if it 
were our own possession rather than as God's gift 
for all humanity to cherish and tentatively hold. 

God sees people as part of the same family 
and the earth as the house for all people. If we 
acknowledge that God is the creator and sus- 
tainer of all creation, then we are bound to 
honor God through our daily relationships in 
respect for the world that God has created. 

How seriously do we individually and as a 
church body take the admonition to be earthkeep- 
ers? As faithful Christians we dare not isolate our- 
selves from the concerns of the rest of the world. 
When we think globally we may be paralyzed by 
the immensity of the task. We may easily be over- 
whelmed by events that seem out of control — war, 
violence, famine and environmental destruction. 
Our prayers need to be accompanied by some 


tangible actions. However, the need must be 
small enough that we can relate significantly to 
it or we will dismiss it as an impossibility. 

We may doubt as the disciples did at the feed- 
ing of the 5000, that five loaves and two fish 
were adequate for the hungry crowd. But the 
combination of each individual effort can make 
a difference. There are many examples and signs 
of this kind of hope. 

Jean Vanier, who has lived for 30 years with 
mentally and physically challenged people, once 
decided to offer a home to two of these persons 
in a small French village. Today all over the 
world, as a result of that caring action, L'Arche 
communities offer safe havens for mentally chal- 
lenged persons. 

What conditions would we like to see com- 
pletely forgotten in a new order? How will God's 
promises make life on earth radically different 
for people in all parts of the world? What radical 
role could we plan to bring hope, justice and 
peace to a hurting world as we wait for God's 
new heaven and new earth? 



SYLVIA M . KLAUSER 


Holding On to the Promise 

Isaiah 


I used to like reading the promises given to 
Isaiah and his prophet friends. I liked those 
promises that pointed towards the coming 
of the Messiah. But even more than reading 
the words, I love to listen to the music and the 
words of the oratorio composed by Handel. And 
it does not make any difference if it is the soul 
version these days, the poetic promises are still 
the same. It almost seems that the combination 
of music and words are touching the deepest 
strings of the soul. 

Even though we are reading the words of the 
promise, sometimes it feels empty; it makes no 
sense. The strings of our soul are out of tune. 
Every musician knows that there is nothing 
worse than an instrument that is out of tune. 
And every Christian knows that life is not fun 
when the soul is out of tune. When I accepted 
this opportunity to preach, my soul sounded 
pretty horrible because my emotional and spiri- 
tual strings were out of tune (they still are to a 
certain extent). But God has great ways to get us 
places and to let us experience things. For me it 
was the topic of the sermon; Holding on to the 
Promise that kept me intrigued. So, reluctantly, I 
turned to Isaiah, once my favorite prophet. 
When the dissonance of my soul was at its 


worst, I found Philip Yancy's book Disappointed 
with God (HarperPaperbacks. New York. 1988). 
Now you might ask, what do promises and disap- 
pointment have to do with each other? More 
than one sees at first glance. Yancey tries to 
answer the questions, "Is God silent? Is God 
unfair? Is God hidden?" by looking at the biblical 
text from Genesis to Revelation for answers. In 
the section about the prophets he said something 
that turned my whole understanding of 
promises, prophets, the birth of Christ, and Han- 
del's famous musical interpretation upside-down. 

Before I go any further, I want to highlight 
one crucial point that needs to be considered 
when reading God's word. When we read the 
Bible we tend to read in retrospect. So, when we 
read the promise about Abraham becoming a 
great nation, with as many people as the stars in 
the sky, our brains race through history and bib- 
lical narrative from the past to present time. A 
second later something in us says that the 
promise is true, it is a great nation. Not so for 
Abraham. He sat there in the desert with his 
mobile farm and looked around for a long time 
to find this son who was to be the proof for the 
promise. He didn't find him for the longest time. 
He had only the promise and no Bible to tell him 
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how the story would turn out. When the 
prophets were proclaiming all the great promises 
to the people of Israel, they had no clue how 
long it would take to the fulfillment. 

Four hundred years of silence, deafening si- 
lence, twice as long as the existence of this coun- 
try. Nothing but silence and some promises to 
hang on to, spouted out by a few weirdoes called 
prophets. Generation after generation tried to 
keep up with those promises but the political cli- 
mate was too tense, the prospect of captivity in 
Babylon too real in order to understand Isaiah's 
promise in chapter 9 verses 2,3 ,6,7. 

The people walking in darkness have seen a 
great light; on those living in the land of the 
shadow of death a light has dawned . You 
have enlarged the nation and increased their 
joy; they rejoice before you as people rejoice 
at the harvest , as men rejoice when dividing 
the plunder. For to us a child is bom , to us a 
son is given , and the government will be on 
his shoulders. And he will be called Won- 
derful Counselor ; Mighty God ', Everlasting 
Father , Prince of Peace. Of the increase of his 
government and peace there will be no end. 

He will reign on David's throne and over his 
kingdom , establishing and upholding it with 
justice and righteousness from that time on 
and forever. The zeal of the LORD Almighty 
will accomplish this. 

What is Isaiah talking about? Which son is 
reigning on David's throne? Why is it that the 
zeal of the Lord Almighty does not do much 
these, days? These or' similar questions were likely 
being asked by the people of Israel. Micah, a con- 
temporary of Isaiah, even knew where this new 
king was supposed to be coming from. Micah 
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5:2 says, "But you , Bethlehem Ephrathah , though 
you are small among the clans of Judah, out of you 
will come for me one who will be mler over Israel , 
whose origins are from of old, from ancient times." 
But this promise did not seem to be too impres- 
sive either for the Israelites, in the light of the 
upcoming move eastwards to Babylon. In the 
next 200 plus years, the chosen people of God 
did not care a great deal about the promises. Life 
was too tough with all the adjustments to the 
new culture, making money and surviving, 
doing a good job and prospering, just as Jere- 
miah told them to do. There was neither room 
nor need to hang on too tightly to the promise. 
Later, when the people of Israel felt the wind of 
change again, when the kingdom of Babylon 
began to crumble, Isaiah had a new promise to 
bring them hope (Isaiah 40:1-5, 9-11). 

"Isaiah, what does it mean? We are still here 
in an alien land, Jerusalem is still demolished, 
and we still don't get it!" Do you sometimes feel 
that you don't get the idea of the promises? I cer- 
tainly feel that way. For Israel, these words of the 
prophet did not make any sense, their souls were 
out of tune. But some were hanging on to the 
promise anyway. What could they lose? Then 
when they finally got home from exile and 
started building up the city, Isaiah spoke again. 

Arise, shine, for your light has come, and the 
glory of the LORD rises upon you. See, dark- 
ness covers the earth and thick darkness is 
over the peoples, but the LORD rises upon 
you and his glory appears over you. Nations 
will come to your light, and kings to the 
brightness of your dawn. (Isaiah 60:1-3) 

"Prophet, why don't you get the picture here? 
There is no Messiah, no light, no glory of the 
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Lord. All there is, is occupation by the enemy 
no material to work with, no land to grow food, 
nothing but depression, even in freedom. And 
what light are you talking about?" Their souls 
were out of tune and only a handful of people 
were barely hanging on to the promise. A few 
more years and a few minor prophets later the 
silence fell. God did not speak anymore. All that 
was left were the promises handed down from 
generation to generation by means of story. No 
e-mail or newspaper, no CNN, NBC or CBS. Just 
plain stories about some promises of a silent 
God. Waiting and silence. 

Advent is the time of waiting for the Messiah. 
It is the time of preparing ourselves to welcome 
the prince of peace. Joy overflows, we can hardly 
wait for Christmas Eve, the gifts and "Silent 
Night, Holy Night." The alternative reading of 
the Christmas story suggests though that while 
we are dancing with joy, God is hiding his face, 
stricken with tears. His heart is aching with 
almost unbearable pain over the last resources he 
has - giving up his beloved son to bridge the gap 
to his creation. Imagine the worst emotional 
pain you have felt in your life - this is what God 
feels. Because he loves us and because of the 
promise he gave Noah to never again destroy all 
living creatures, because he was courting a peo- 
ple who did not understand this kind of God, 
because of the sum total of history he had to give 
up Jesus to be true to his promises. 

My first point of challenge for this Advent 
season is to think about God, the father and 
lover, think about what it cost him and what it 
must have felt like to give up his dearest and 
only Son. 

My second challenge has to do with the way 
we treat Advent. Because we read the promises in 
retrospect, because we listen to Handel's Messiah 


from a different historical viewpoint, because we 
know how the story ends, we have developed 
uncountable techniques to lessen the silence and 
make the waiting less boring. And we're hanging 
on to the promise that the Messiah will come 
and something will change, even if the only 
changes are the types of activities we go through 
during a given Advent season. Concerts, shop- 
ping, eating; shopping, concerts, eating; eating, 
shopping, concerts - you get the idea? Oh yes, 
and hanging on to the promise. While reading 
and thinking about this sermon, I found that we 
actually are not such distant relatives to the 
Israelites. While we don't have to wait 400 years 
for the fulfillment of the promise of Christmas, 
our 28 days seem even harder to learn from. We 
have more distractions to shorten the time of 
waiting. 

While I was going through my time of barely 
hanging on to the promises, the time when I did- 
n't understand what was happening, I was talk- 
ing to one of my professors. He gave me some 
advice that I'm not sure I can follow. He said to 
just take the uncertainty and silence, the boring 
pain of screaming silence, and just hold it in my 
hand, to just let it sit there for a while, to wait for 
what will develop out of it. This advice goes 
100% against my German work ethic of produc- 
tivity and success. Since I share this heritage with 
some of you, maybe you can relate to my hesita- 
tions. Just waiting and holding the promise until 
the light comes seems an impossible task. Imag- 
ine the Israelites during the 400 years of God's 
silence. They had no Bible to read when life got 
rough, they couldn't look back at the hero stories 
the way we can, and they certainly couldn't look 
ahead to understand like we can with the help of 
the Holy Spirit. All they could do was "hang in 
there" and wait for the promises to be fulfilled. 
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I want to challenge us at the beginning of this 
Advent season to take the time to sit and wait for 
the promise to be fulfilled in whatever personal 
way that might be for each of us. It is very easy 
to lessen the silence but Advent is certainly too 
precious for just concerts, eating and shopping. 
Last week we heard that our only legitimate 
response to God's word is the obedience and per- 


severance which will result in true regeneration. 
My prayer is that during this Advent season we 
will be able to be fruitful soils for God's promises 
to grow in us and that we can regenerate so 
much that our life will make a difference in the 
world. Let us take time to respond to God as we 
take time to reflect on the fulfillment of God's 
promises in each of our lives. 



TIFFANY FRIESEN 


The One Who Is Faithful 
to the Faithful One 

Luke 1:39-56 


T he text found in Luke 1:39-56 is one we 
often use at Christmas because of its 
location in the nativity story. We read 
Mary's hymn of praise, the Magnificat, 
specifically on Mary's Sunday in Advent to con- 
sider the favor God showed to Mary. At other 
times, we use it as a guide for understanding the 
way God will deal with the rich and mighty, and 
raise up the poor and the lowly. Today, however, 
I would like us to focus on Mary's understanding 
of who she is, her view of herself in relationship 
to God and to others, and her obedience to her 
Savior, who is God. I would like to suggest that 
we look, in light of this text, at the person and life 
of Mary and the inspiration she is to our faith. 

In Luke 1 Mary speaks to us from her own 
experience. We know very little about Mary 
except that she was a woman from Nazareth who 
was engaged to a man named Joseph. An angel 
appeared to her announcing that the Lord had 
found favor with her and she would bear a son 
and name him Jesus. She counts herself among 
the humble and the poor. She has encountered 
the mystery and power of the Holy Spirit; first 
upon conception and now as she emotes words 
of praise and adoration for her Savior God. 
Without seeing or touching God, she gives her 


body, will, intellect, and emotions to God's pur- 
pose. Prior to receiving the message from the 
angel, she probably had a much different life in 
mind for herself. Never would she have planned 
to be ridiculed by her community for being preg- 
nant before being married, or having a son who 
runs away to the temple and leaves her worrying 
for three days. She would never have imagined 
that "a sword would pierce her very soul" as she 
watched the child she birthed be crucified on a 
cross. But she acknowledged God's way and 
drew comfort and trust from it. She is an exam- 
ple of one who grasped the incomprehensible 
through faith. Mary had faith in the promise of 
God and she acted on it. 

Mary also remembers the promises God made 
to the people in the land of Israel and recognizes 
that now is the time of fulfillment. Throughout 
all of history that has passed and is yet to come, 
God has chosen to fulfill this promise of his Son 
now, with the help of Mary. She knows that God 
is mighty, that she is lowly and that God has 
chosen her. She is not ignorant in her faith. She 
is a humble and willing hostess to the greatest 
guest of all. 

Mary is not only convinced of God's power in 
the past and present but also for the future. She 
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is so sure of God's just dealings with the mighty 
and the lowly in future generations that she 
speaks the last part of her hymn in the past tense. 

He has performed mighty deeds with his arm; 
he has scattered those who are proud in their 
inmost thoughts. He has brought down rulers 
from their thrones but has lifted up the hum- 
ble. He has filled the hungry with good things 
but has sent the rich away empty. He has 
helped his servant Israel , remembering to be 
merciful to Abraham and his descendants for- 
ever, even as he said to our fathers, (w. S1-S5) 

Mary's heritage in God and her tradition of 
faith have given her assurance that God's people 
will not be forsaken. God has made promises 
and covenants with his people and has never for- 
gotten them. He has remembered Mary, a hum- 
ble bondslave and shown mercy to future gener- 
ations by sending his son. Why then would 
God not continue to intervene in the lives of his 
people forever? Only God can scatter the proud 
in heart, bring down rulers, exalt the humble, fill 
the hungry with food and send the rich away 
empty handed. Only God can achieve a just 
society in the last days. The God of Mary is the 
God of Abraham, Miriam, Hannah, David, and 
Job. He is the God of the past, the present and 
the future. It is this God who has blessed her 
womb and to whom she sings a hymn of praise. 

Mary gives birth to the Christ child, nurtures 
him and watches him grow. But it is none of this 
that makes her a saint. In fact, all the while 
Joseph and Mary were raising a son, this son, 
Jesus, was receiving training and guidance from 
his true father in heaven. Mary's family ties to 
Jesus do not come only from her physical moth- 
erhood. They also come from her faith in the 


one true God. Although Mary watched Jesus 
grow up, teach, be mocked and killed, her faith 
was not shaken. In fact, Luke places her both in 
Jesus' pre- and post-Easter community. She is at 
the cross and in the upper room praying with the 
other disciples, waiting to receive the Holy Spirit. 
Mary is a woman of faith, a disciple of Christ 
who believed what was spoken to her. 

As has been stated many times, Mary's faith- 
fulness made her blessed. Mary's faith was in the 
God she called Savior; the one who had acted 
faithfully in the past and had blessed her life 
with a miraculous child. A child who was ulti- 
mately the Earth's Messiah, the one in whom all 
could receive mercy. Mary's faithfulness is a 
model for us in a number of ways. 

Mary continually had her focus upon God 
her Savior. God her Savior. I had to stop and 
think about this phrase. I do not usually think 
of the phrase "God is my Savior." For some rea- 
son or another the phrase most common in my 
mind has been of "Jesus Christ my Savior." The 
story of Mary and her Magnificat has helped me 
to view the story of God and his people in a new 
light. Ultimately the story of the Bible is an 
account of God intervening in the lives of peo- 
ple. God is the initiator of covenants. God makes 
the promises. God keeps the promises. God is 
constantly drawing us into closer fellowship 
with himself. The ultimate connection that God 
makes with the world is the sending of Jesus 
Christ to live on earth. But even Christ, through 
his teachings, hearings, and miracles commands 
that all glory and recognition be given to God 
the Father. It is through Jesus (and only him) 
that we can have a clearer sense of who God is. 
It is God who desires to be a part of our lives. 

Another witness of faith is Mary's song to 
God. In it she mentions the people of God in the 
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past, herself, the mighty and the humble, and 
future generations. All of these have an effect on 
the way she views God. God has intervened in 
the lives of all these people. God has remem- 
bered her, has blessed the poor and fed the hun- 
gry. God has done mighty deeds with his arm. 
Then she mentions her past and the people of 
her faith tradition. She remembers that God has 
done right by them and has fulfilled his 
promises. It is in her acknowledgment of God's 
past actions that I find the most comfort. Mary 
did not hear the voice of an unknown God. She 
did not whimsically choose to obey. She knew 
enough about the nature of the God who called 
her, to know that giving herself to him was the 
only reasonable thing to do. She had no idea of 
the details that would follow. She did not know 
exactly what her son would be like, what he 
would do or that he would die a painful death. 
What she did know was that God was faithful. 

I want to be more like Mary. When God 
requests that I go somewhere or do something 
other than what I have planned, I want to 
remember that this is not a foreign voice. I want 
the kind of faith that looks to God as my Savior 
and recognizes him as sovereign in my life. I 
want to sing songs of praise to God, be obedient 
to his will, and believe in him to such a degree 
that my friends, coworkers and someday, future 
generations can say they believe in my God. 

As a community of faith I call us to remember 
this God who has guided the people of our past. 


I call us to remember that the same God who has 
been the Savior of our past is (and to use Mary's 
language, has been) the Savior of the future. We 
can have confidence that God will remember us, 
will provide food for the hungry, and lift up the 
humble. God will deal justly with the proud and 
the mighty. 

Most importantly I believe that as a commu- 
nity of faith it is our joy to remind each other of 
the ways God has worked in our lives in the past. 
We then remind each other that God is here now 
and will remain in our lives in the future. God 
will and does continually choose to intervene in 
our lives, constantly drawing us into a closer rela- 
tionship with himself. 

I encourage each one of us to make a con- 
scious effort to notice the way God has been a 
part of our lives. At the day's end, think back on 
your day and notice how God has been near. At 
the end of the week, take time to thank God for 
his presence. Look around too, at the people 
with whom you are in contact; your family, your 
colleagues, your small fellowship groups, and 
remind them of the ways God has been making 
himself known to you. Also, let them know you 
have seen God at work in their lives. If you stop 
to reflect on these times and ponder them in 
your heart like Mary, I guarantee your soul will 
swell with praises. And when this happens, grab 
a pencil and paper or a keyboard and write your 
own MAGNIFICAT. 
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ELFRIEDA NIKKEL 

A Time of Encouragement 


C hristmas has been a time of encourage- 
ment to many over the years. It is the 
time when we try to express love and 
goodwill to family and friends. Even 
our routine business trips to the grocery store or 
the bank are sprinkled with well wishes for the 
Christmas season. 

A special part of the Christmas story is Mary's 
visit to Elizabeth. What beautiful words of 
encouragement and affirmation are spoken by 
Elizabeth. Mary's response to this encourage- 


ment, "My soul magnifies the Lord..." has been a 
rich blessing to Christians over the centuries. 
Words of encouragement are like a ripple in the 
water. They have a way of rolling on and on, 
from one person to another. 

Who are the "Mary's" that come to us for 
encouragement? Can we be as kind and generous 
with our words as Elizabeth was? We may never 
know the far reaching results of the words we 
speak as we seek to encourage others on the road 
of life. 



VANGE THIESSEN 


The Kind Of Dad 
Kids Come Back To 

Luke 15:11-31 


T he germ of this sermon has evolved 
from within my own experience this 
past year. In an Old Testament theology 
class last fall at Mennonite Brethren Bib- 
lical Seminary we discussed the roles of men and 
women. Certainly no point of agreement was 
reached. The next morning after everyone had 
left the house and it was my turn for the shower, 
I began to sense a feeling of loss. At first the tears 
were confusing, then 1 seemed to get in touch 
with the loss of a father who was "there but not 
there." The very roles which the church sup- 
ported took my father away from a relational 
connectedness with his family. 1 became angry. 
The role of provider, his position as head of the 
house, his place of control and power deeply 
impacted our family relationships. The trauma 
of unresolved conflict contributed to the prema- 
ture leaving of several older brothers. It was only 
in his later years that the sensitivity and tender- 
ness of his true character began to surface. He 
died in 1 98 1 . In our family only some of the kids 
(now middle-aged) came back. 

The Kind of Dad Kids Come Back to 

The text as heard in story form, is the parable 
we most commonly know as the "Prodigal Son." 


Various commentators give alternate titles such as 
the "Parable of the Lost Son" or recognizing it as 
a two-peaked narrative it has also been named the 
"Parable of the Two Sons." Yet another suggestion 
follows the idea that the father is indeed the cen- 
tral character of the story thus calling it the "Para- 
ble of a Father's Love." It is the image of the father 
in the story that I wish to highlight today. 

The commentators seems to agree that the 
father is a symbol of God. The characteristics and 
attitudes of a loving heavenly Father are portrayed 
in this. This parable further provides a prototype 
or example of God the parent responding to 
his/her children. While I understand the image of 
God as parent to be inclusive of both male and 
female characteristics, I am choosing to use male- 
father language today since I am specifically 
addressing the men and fathers in this sermon. 
What is it about this father that makes it possible 
for kids to come back? 

The Kind of Dad Kids Come Back to 
Grants Permission to Leave 

The story begins, "There was once a man who 
had two sons." The man is presumably a Pales- 
tinian Jewish farmer or landowner who is rela- 
tively well off. The younger son in one of his 
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bolder moments comes to the father and 
requests his share of the estate. In the culture of 
that day the younger son's share would have 
been one-third of the estate, since the elder was 
allotted a double portion. It still seems a ludi- 
crous request, does it not? Imagine yourself in 
the place of this father. The family farm, busi- 
ness or vocation has been passed down from 
generation to generation. Your own struggle to 
follow in the family tradition, in time, creates a 
strong loyalty and commitment to the task. Over 
the years you have sacrificed in order for your 
children to gain a better education, a better start 
in life. And now this! Your son at age 18 wants 
his share of the inheritance. But what does he 
know about wise investments? How can you let 
him go on his own? Do you not feel an obliga- 
tion to teach him the ways of the world? Think- 
ing of all your mistakes in the past, you wish you 
could prevent his fall. 

Again the request comes, a response is 
required. Contrary to what many parents today 
would consider a wise and prudent choice, the 
father obliges. Though various authors com- 
ment on the rebellious or disobedient nature of 
the younger son, I do not see it in the text. The 
plan of action appears purposeful and inten- 
tional. Separation from the parental home is 
accomplished by a distinct physical removal to a 
"distant land." No longer under the watchful eye 
of his father, the son is able to live without 
restraint and accountability. 

But it is more than a physical leaving. In that 
day the command to honor parents was under- 
stood concretely as the responsibility to care for 
them in old age. By his actions the younger son 
also severed emotional relations with his father. 
He denied his status as son by cutting the ties of 
love and care. 


What kind of father would give permission 
for a son to leave under such conditions? What 
merit is there in letting go? Is not the risk too 
great? There is no evidence in the narrative of a 
conflictual battle between father and son. And 
yet I can't imagine it was an easy separation. 
What might a father experience? Again try to 
put yourself in his place — would you feel loss, 
anger, pain, fear, disappointment? 

For many parents this may be the most diffi- 
cult aspect of parenting — letting go! This same 
struggle is depicted in the relationship of God and 
Israel. The metaphor of child and loving father is 
used. Listen to these words: 

When Israel was a child, I loved him , and 
out of Egypt I called my son. It was I who 
taught Ephraim to walk , taking him by the 
arms; I led them with cords of human kind- 
ness ; with ties of love; I lifted the yoke from 
their neck and bent down to feed them. But 
the more I called Israel the further they went 
from me. They did not realize it was I who 
healed them. How can I give you up, 
Ephraim? How can I hand you over, Israel? 

My heart is changed within me; all my com- 
passion is aroused. I will not carry out my 
fierce anger, nor devastate Ephraim again. 
They will come back trembling. ...I will settle 
them in their homes. (Hosea 11: 1-4, 8-11) 

In order for his child to come back, the father 
first gives the son permission to leave. 

The Kind of Dad Kids Come Back to 
Maintains an Open Relationship of Wait- 
ing and Watching 

Separations are often so difficult in relation- 
ships that one or both of the parties tends to 
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move toward cut-off. Physical and ideological 
distancing may also lead to emotional distance. 
The cost of non-conformity in many Mennonite 
households has tragically ended in broken rela- 
tionships. 

Being the youngest of nine children, only 
now am I hearing how several of my older broth- 
ers left home in willful defiance while feeling 
shamed and hurt on the inside. They perceived 
my father to be distant, authoritarian and inter- 
ested only in the things of the church. In con- 
trast I remember the time we shared shortly 
before my father's death. We had returned from 
Kentucky and Melissa, just three years old, loved 
to crawl on his lap and comb his hair down over 
his eyes and then back again. It could have been 
experienced as an annoying gesture and cer- 
tainly a waste of time, but he sat there patiently 
indulging her preference and perhaps even qui- 
etly enjoying those intimate moments with his 
granddaughter. 

Just as the child begins to separate and 
explore the world beyond, an inner alarm seems 
to trigger the child's need for reassurance. The 
child needs a secure place to come back to. This 
is often very confusing for parents. How can one 
honestly remain there for the child when they 
are pushing so hard against everything one 
stands for. These critical points tend to occur 
during the toddler stage, in adolescence and if 
not sufficiently resolved, again in mid-life. I 
have encountered numerous adults in parenting 
classes who struggle with their family of origin 
issues when their own children reach pre-adoles- 
cence. How do we hold together the need both 
to separate and to be connected? 

The father remains ever hopeful, waiting, 
perhaps daily searching the distant horizon for 
his son's reappearance. He believed his son 


would come back. The meeting was no mere 
acknowledgment. It was filled with exuberance 
and compassion. The Greek word for compassion 
means "to have the bowels yearning." I like that, 
rather earthy isn't it? It signifies a deep, inner 
response of affection and tender mercy. Some 
comment that a father in that culture would not 
normally run as he did, which along with his 
embrace and kissing breaks traditional customs. I 
wonder if that has changed in our culture? 

The qualities of care, nurture, receptivity, emo- 
tion, and self-sacrifice have been designated as 
feminine and frequently are devalued in our soci- 
ety. In my own conversations with men, how- 
ever, rejection of masculine stereotypes seems 
more common. This is also becoming a visible 
topic in the field of marriage and family therapy. 
Last fall a marriage and family therapy conference 
included three plenary speakers who addressed 
men's issues of sexuality, commitment and father- 
son relationships. A recent family journal focuses 
on men nurturing men. Something very refresh- 
ing is happening out there. Could it be that Bib- 
lical truth is being discovered outside the orga- 
nized church while inside its walls we tenaciously 
hold on to traditional patterns? 

Frank Pittman tells his own story. "I was not 
a football-playing brute at a time and place 
when that was the masculine ideal, and the 
model my father had given me. I never thought 
I was masculine enough for him. Back in my 20s 
and 30s, I was still impressed with men who 
seemed more masculine that I, who were richer 
and controlled more things and people. ... (Even 
after I married) I still felt I wasn't masculine 
enough, and when we had a son, I was afraid I 
couldn't be the man he needed as a father ... 
(Wherever I turned in my profession as a thera- 
pist, I found men who feared they were not 
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masculine enough) ... My father — the warrior, 
the athlete, the boss of the town ... loved me as 
his boy but had never affirmed me as a man. As 
he was dying, I talked a lot about manhood 
with my son, who was 18, a champion athlete, 
and a strong man in the mold of his grandfa- 
ther. My son and I could affirm one another. We 
laughed and cried over being one another's hero 
and that gave me the courage to finally talk 
with my stern, silent father about how I saw 
him and how he saw me ... Once I knew he saw 
me as a man I could hug him, for the first time 
... I try to remember how old I was before I 
could hug a male friend, and how sad I was that 
it took me so long, but I could never hug my 
father until he was dying."( Frank Pittman. The 
Male Mystique. Family Therapy Networker. 
May/June 1990, p.51) 

Deborah Luepnitz identifies a feminist ther- 
apy which includes a passionate plea for making 
families less patriarchal and less father absent. 
The task is to bring fathers closer to the heart of 
child care; a father who will not be the tired 
nightly visitor, rather one who is an authentic 
presence, a tender and engaged parent, a knower 
of children. Recent research links the ability to 
separate and the formation of empathy in a child 
to father involvement with preschool children. 

The response of compassion in the parable is 
followed by an act of charity. It is not sufficient 
to point out that the father's welcome was filled 
with emotion and feeling. The behavior or 
action which followed was congruent with the 
emotion and demonstrated his acceptance in a 
tangible way. The symbols of a ring and coat 
reinstated his sonship. 

For the son, the remembrance of his father's 
open relationship no doubt facilitated his deci- 
sion to return home. 


The Kind of Dad Kids Come Back to 
Takes the Initiative to Seek Out 

Amidst the celebration and festivities the 
father never loses sight of an obvious vacancy. 
The father leaves the party in search of his elder 
son. The use of the term entreated in Greek con- 
veys the meaning "to come alongside, to comfort 
and exhort." When he finds him, the son's feel- 
ings of jealousy, anger, resentment and perhaps 
insecurity begin to pour out. All these years he 
has worked to earn a place in the family and yet 
he perceives a great distance. The father's initia- 
tive shows sensitivity, understanding, and uncon- 
ditional love. 

I think it is noteworthy to point out that 
though the elder son had never left home, his 
absence from the celebration showed his distant 
relationship from the family. But had he not 
complied and followed all the rules? Yet the 
father was not deceived. The elder son was as 
much in need of his love and mercy as was the 
younger. Right knowledge and right behavior 
were not sufficient to bring about a sense of 
belonging. In fact it is often our "good children" 
that are most in need of the message of grace. 
Sensing a need to perform and earn their place in 
the family, they often fail to understand the con- 
cept of "gift" in a father's relationship of love. 

Think for a moment about the powerful nur- 
turing force of getting there first. How often as a 
parent do we wait for our children to come to us? 
That's the way it was at our house. As a child I 
remember begging for those summer vacations. 
When father finally gave in it seemed a hollow 
victory. Somehow it never quite felt like a gift. 
What a different feeling when I received those 
dozen roses from my family right after gradua- 
tion — I hadn't even asked for them! 

A friend of mine shared this incident. For 
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weeks he responded to his daughter's nightly call 
to tuck her into bed. Before he left the room she 
would always say, "I love you Daddy." He then 
would echo, "I love you too, Tamara." One night 
she broke the pattern, "I wish you had said that 
first, Daddy." 

The father, in the case of the elder son got 
there first. He took the initiative to seek and to 
come alongside. 

The Kind of Dad Kids Come Back to 
Possesses the Ability to Celebrate 

The statement, "We had to celebrate and be 
glad" seems to refer to something larger than the 
younger brother's physical return. The joy over 
the lost being found is a common theme in the 
three parables of the lost sheep, the coin, and the 
son. While the father rejoices that his younger 
son is found and alive, he longs to be inclusive in 
the celebration and thus he extends the invita- 
tion to the elder son. The feast is a celebration of 
reconciled relationships. 

Jean Vanier has some wonderful things to say 
about celebration. "To love someone is not to do 
something for them, but to rejoice in their exis- 
tence. Forgiveness and celebration are at the heart 


of community. These are the two faces of love." 
(Faith and Sharing Retreat, Victoria, BC, 1989) 
Fathers, when you reveal to a child how happy 
you are that they exist, the process of trust is initi- 
ated. Celebration nourishes us, it restores hope 
and brings strength to live with the disappoint- 
ments, the suffering and difficulties of everyday 
life. 

In summary, the characteristics in this para- 
ble of a Father's love are: (1) He gives permission 
to leave without imposing his personal expecta- 
tions. (2) Throughout the separation he watches 
and awaits the younger son's return all the while 
maintaining an open, tender, hopeful and affec- 
tionate relationship. (3) Not only is he available, 
but he takes the initiative to seek out the elder 
son. As he comes alongside he shows sensitivity 
and understanding to the questions, the resent- 
ments, the hostilities, the needs and the desires 
of his child. (4) Finally he celebrates the joy of 
finding and reconciling broken relationships, the 
discovery of true connectedness between father 
and son, between father and daughter. 

As men, as fathers, 1 hope that your eyes con- 
tinue to see more of God as the loving, nurtur- 
ing, faithful parent. Amen. 
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God as Mother? 

Luke 15:11-31 NRSV 


O ver a dozen years ago I gave birth to 
the most incredible baby boy that I 
have ever seen. Amazing. Gorgeous. 
Miraculous. Wow! What a gift Ken and 
I had been given! He was a brand new writhing, 
wriggling, squeaking little life that pulled emo- 
tions and sensations out of me that didn't match 
any single experience of the past. I thought I 
knew what love was but this was a whole new 
dimension. I was instantly aware that I would do 
anything for the good of this child. I would give 
everything for the good of this child. He would 
be forevermore a part of me. That experience was 
repeated three years later with our daughter's 
birth. 

In Isaiah 49:15 God asks, "Can a woman forget 
her nursing child , or show no compassion for the 
child of her womb?" Then it goes on to say, "Even 
these may forget , yet I will not forget you." 

I respond, "God, are you saying that your 
love is even greater than my love for my chil- 
dren? You have chosen to use one of the 
strongest human examples of love and devotion 
and now you're telling me that your love goes 
even beyond that? I can't fathom what that must 
be like. How can you possibly love more?" 

God replies, "I do." 


My mother knew everything about me. I 
think she had some kind of secret antenna, not 
to mention eyes in the back of her head. She 
seemed to know what was going on in my life 
even when she wasn't with me. When we'd get 
home from church, for example, she would 
know whom I sat with, how much we talked or 
laughed, where we sat and whom we disturbed. 
She could even predict where I would be sitting 
next week!! 

While her intimate knowledge of me was at 
times annoying, it also comforted me when she 
knew what a particular problem was even 
though I couldn't verbalize it. I knew she cared 
enough to know - to take an interest in my life. 

I think of my mother when I read Psalm 139. 
"You know when I sit down and when I rise up; you 
discern my thoughts from far away. You ...are 
acquainted with all my ways. Even before a word is on 
my tongue . ..you know it completely" (w. 2-4). 

Again I respond, "You care about me that 
much, God? You know everything I do and think 
and feel? It's all relevant to you? How can you do 
that for me when you have so many children? 
How can I be important enough? I can't fathom 
what that's like. Do you love me that much?" 

God replies, "I do." 
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God is always too much to fathom. We can 
never know God completely. But we have been 
given clues to help us come closer to under- 
standing. The Bible is packed full of incredible 
imagery that tells us what God is like. These pic- 
tures - parallels to our own lives - help us to focus 
a little better and bring us closer to the truth. 

If we were told only that "God is God" we 
would have no idea of what that meant. The gap 
between ourselves and God would be too great. 
Incomprehensible! But the Bible contains incred- 
ible illustrations for our benefit. 

God is described as many things some of 
which are shepherd, righteous judge, lion, 
lioness, shield, rock, mother hen, refuge, king, 
lamb, father, mother, and there are many, many 
more. 

It is interesting to note that there appear to be 
some contradictions in that list. How can a shep- 
herd also be a lamb? How can a lion be a lioness? 
How can a king be a mother hen? How can a 
father also be a mother? 

Hosea 11:9 gives us a clue, "For I am God and 
no mortal, the Holy One in your midst " God seems 
to be saying, "You cannot confine me to these 
images, people. I am so much more. I have given 
these pictures to you for your benefit - so you can 
have a small glimpse of who I really am." The 
Bible describes what God is like but it cannot 
ever completely say what God actually is. There 
are no words or images that are ever comprehen- 
sive enough to provide us with a total picture. 

The fact is, though, that we choose some pic- 
tures over others. We give priority to illustrations 
that best match what we want God to be. We 
prefer images of might and power. Page through 
most church hymn books and see which images 
are the most popular: King, Father, Almighty 
One. We still seem to want the same Messiah 


that the Jews were hoping for. Lambs, mothers, 
and hens aren't nearly as popular. They just 
don't project the right image. But then neither 
do donkeys, yet Jesus chose to enter Jerusalem on 
a donkey instead of on a king's noble steed. 

Did God give us these metaphors so we could 
decide which would be our favorites and which 
we would exclude? I don't think so. Not only do 
these images give us clues as to who and what 
God is, but by relating our experiences to God, 
they in turn also validate who and what we and 
God's entire creation are. 

Take God as shepherd, for example. We're not 
talking about your average Christmas pageant 
shepherds in their cozy velour housecoats who 
just had their Christmas bath before they came 
to church. No, we're talking about grungy, 
smelly, illiterate, rough and tumble guys that 
sleep on rocks, who have the innate ability to 
scare off wolves or bears and who communicate 
primarily with sheep. These guys were consid- 
ered to be the lowest of the low, bottom of the 
social scale. And yet God says, "I am the good 
shepherd." Can you imagine.. .God compared to 
these sheepsitters? Yet God chooses to give us 
this image as an example. Imagine what this 
example does for the shepherd. 

But God is also called king, the opposite 
extreme. In these two images God gives us the 
whole spectrum. God relates to each end - king 
and shepherd. So why do we choose to focus pri- 
marily on the image of power? Take another look 
at typical church music or the passages we 
choose to emphasize in our worship services and 
count the kings compared to the shepherds. 

But shepherds actually hold their own quite 
well in comparison to mothers or for that matter 
any kind of female or feminine imagery. How 
many mother hymns come to mind? Yet we have 
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been given much female and feminine imagery 
in both the Old and the New Testaments. By 
female imagery I am referring to aspects of life 
that are unique to women such as childbirth. 
Women can give birth. Men cannot. 

Female imagery says, ''Yes, women and 
women's experiences are valid." In the book of 
Isaiah God says, "For a long time I have held my 
peace, I have kept still and restrained myself; now I 
will cry out like a woman in labor ; I will gasp and 
pant" (42:14). When I hear that, I share the frus- 
tration and intensity God went through. It 
echoes my own experience. God has chosen to 
relate very personally to me through this aspect 
of my life. God has selected an experience that is 
not common to the whole world. It is like a per- 
sonal touchpoint that tells me that in God's eyes 
my life and experiences are valid too. 

By feminine imagery, as compared to female 
imagery, I am referring to traits that have gener- 
ally been associated with women (such as nur- 
turing, compassion, and caring) but that are 
accessible to men as well. Men can choose to 
love and care just as women can choose to love 
and care. Feminine imagery validates feminine 
virtues for the whole community. The scriptures 
tell us that loving, caring, and nurturing are all 
important. Women have been the primary care- 
givers but these are important qualities for the 
community as a whole to express and experi- 
ence. 

Jesus modeled for us the traits that our society 
in general sees as less important, as feminine. He 
was sensitive, nurturing, compassionate. He saw 
the person, not the position. People were always a 
priority. Status, power, and self interest were not. 

I am not saying that God is a woman. But 
God is also not a man. God became flesh, in the 
form of a man, but before God became flesh, 


God was obviously not flesh or not human. 
God says, "For I am God and no mortal, the Holy 
One in your midst" (Hosea 11:9). By encouraging 
involvement of both males and females in all 
aspects of church life, we are benefiting from 
what each has to offer. We are allowing the Holy 
Spirit to move freely among all of us regardless of 
gender. We are being exposed to a more com- 
plete, well-rounded picture instead of just the 
masculine side of the image that has been pre- 
dominant in the past. People and caring min- 
istries are increasingly in the forefront. We are 
coming to realize how important these aspects of 
our faith walk are. Feminine qualities are being 
recognized as valid and vital. We are beginning 
to achieve balance. 

I think God had balance in mind when we 
were given these many illustrations. By focusing 
only on a select few we lose out. By pushing 
some too far forward or too far back we may miss 
the point. And by pushing them back and forth, 
we push people with them. When we think we 
are insulting God by saying "mother," for exam- 
ple, are we implying that women are inferior and 
God needs to be referred to as a male to preserve 
dignity? Is it okay to call God a rock, but not a 
mother? What does that say to the mothers in 
our midst? 

We must work together as God's community 
to continually search for truth and justice. 
Searching is hard work. Our walk can never be 
static. We must be open to teaching, exploring, 
discovering, and questioning in order to let God 
work in us and through us. We must learn to 
know God intimately. And as we come to know 
God better, we will realize the picture enlarges 
and becomes more excitingly complex instead of 
smaller and predictably clearer. And as that pic- 
ture enlarges, we come to realize how limiting 
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any one name is for God. God will not be con- 
fined to king, rock, father, shepherd, or mother. 
We see a part of God in all these images and yet 
God is much more than any or all of these. 

J.B. Phillips' book, Your God is Too Small 
(1987), suggests perhaps we are guilty of dimin- 
ishing God. Maybe it's easier for us to maintain 
control when God is restricted to the confines of 
our understanding. Deuteronomy 4:15-18 says: 

Since you saw no form when the Lord spoke 
to you at Horeb out of the fire , take care and 
watch yourselves closely ; so that you do not 
act corruptly by making an idol for your- 
selves , in the form of any figure - the likeness 
of male or female ; the likeness of any animal 
that is on the earth , the likeness of any 
winged bird that flies in the air, the likeness 
of anything that creeps on the ground, the 
likeness of any fish that is in the water under 
the earth. 

When we continually focus on only a few images 
and cast others aside, are we not guilty of this 
idolatry? 

Theologian Herbert Richardson recalls being 
taught a bedtime prayer that he recited through- 
out childhood. It began, "Father-Mother God, lov- 
ing me." (Sally McFague. Models of God: Theology 
for an Ecological, Nuclear Age. Fortress Press, 1987, 


p.97) He said it impressed upon his young mind 
that if God was both father and mother, then God 
was much more than anything else he knew. 

Most of us have grown up calling God Father. 
We have many examples of father imagery. 
Father is good. But have we lost another whole 
dimension of who God is? Have we also, then, by 
doing so, trivialized or invalidated those who 
were made in that lost part of the image of God? 
Have we actually formed God into our own 
desired image to the point where we consider it 
sin if we call God anything beyond father and 
king? 

This is not an easy issue for many of us but we 
dare not simply accept something just because 
it's been done in the past. Tradition can offer 
much but we must continually examine it under 
the microscope of truth and justice. We have to 
search it out for ourselves. We must read, pray, 
discern and open ourselves to God's guidance. 

Ask, and it will be given you; search, and 
you will find; knock, and the door will be 
opened for you. For everyone who asks 
receives, and everyone who searches finds, 
and for everyone who knocks, the door will 
be opened. (Matthew 7:7,8) 

God, guide us in our quest. 
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Begotten of God 

1 John 5:1-6 NRSV 


C ould we bow our heads and think for a 
moment about God, the Father of our 
Lord Jesus Christ? Could we imagine 
that we can see the far-flung galaxies of 
God's creation — the worlds upon worlds? Could 
we add to that all of those invisible worlds which 
"no eye has seen, nor ear heard, and of which 
even our hearts have not yet been able to con- 
ceive"? (I Cor. 2:9) In awe, let us acknowledge 
that we speak to One who is beyond our compre- 
hension. In gratitude, let us offer up our thanks. 

According to the book, The Community of the 
Beloved Disciple (Raymond E. Brown, 1979), 1 John 
was a letter written to the community that had 
been born because of the witness of "the beloved 
disciple" mentioned in the Gospel of John. 
Therefore, the people in this community were 
steeped in this Gospel, with its emphasis on the 
preexistence of Christ and the love of God which 
sent him to earth. They resonated with its 
images of water, light, and new birth. They were 
convinced that all — even Gentiles and Samari- 
tans — could worship God in Spirit and in truth, 
for the Spirit had come, and had led them into 
truth, as Jesus had promised. But sadly, now that 
"the beloved disciple" himself is no longer 
among them, disagreements have splintered this 


community. Some have already left, pursuing 
other more extreme interpretations of the Gospel. 
Those who remain are confused, frightened, and 
probably divided. The letter of 1 John is sent into 
that confusion and into that fear. 

The Gospel of John lent itself to such misin- 
terpretation because it was written to counter the 
belief that Jesus was only human, not divine. So 
it stressed Christ's preexistence, and played 
down his humanity. But both were present, and 
this is what the writer of 1 John builds on. 

For example, during the writing of the gospel 
the rabbis taught that God was at work only 
where people kept the law of Judaism. This 
meant that the non-Jew who entered Judaism 
was like a newborn child who had no previous 
father, mother, or siblings. This new birth was 
symbolized by baptism. The Rabbi who con- 
verted a non-Jewish person saw himself as one 
who had created the new convert out of nothing, 
or as though he had begotten him. John the Bap- 
tist tried to break through this self-righteous 
stance by calling on Jewish people to be bap- 
tized, too. The writer of the gospel of John, with 
fine irony, took this even further. He moved 
from the fatherhood of the rabbi to the Father- 
hood of God, when he recalled Jesus saying to 
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Rabbi Nicodemus, "Very truly ; I tell you no one can 
see the kingdom of God without being bom from 
above" (Jn 3:3). It becomes clearer then why the 
Gospel writer stressed that this birth was not of 
human origin. It could not be something a per- 
son could will to do as the proselytes did. Rather, 
this birth would be of God. 

Perhaps that is enough to set the stage for 
understanding this passage in 1 John 5:1-6. The 
circular question being answered is this: How can 
one know if one is begotten of God? From our 
human perspective, only women give birth. For 
they alone carry the child and experience the 
pain of labor. But this passage seems to begin 
with God giving birth. The first verse, more 
directly translated, reads like this: 

Everyone believing that Jesus is the Christ of 
God has been begotten , and everyone loving 
the one begetting loves the one having been 
begotten of him. 

The word used to indicate "begetting" in the 
original language actually means both the 
"begetting" of the father, and the "bearing" of 
the mother. 

For a moment, imagine yourself a little child, 
standing alongside a revolving merry-go-round, 
awestruck to see children riding on it. Someone 
tells you that you just need to choose the right 
horse and get on. But which one? And how? 
They're going so fast; surely getting on is an impos- 
sible task. How on earth did the others get on? 

Our first response to this passage in 1 John 
may be a little like that. It's all so circular. How 
on earth does one get on? How on earth can one 
determine if one is begotten or not? Each sen- 
tence seems to give an answer followed by 
another that seems to take it away. We are all off- 


spring of an era which assumed we had only two 
choices, to believe, or not to believe: either God 
was, or God was not. We were like the child at 
the merry-go-round, trying to decide whether we 
dared to risk leaving this solid, secular earth, and 
wondering how to go about it. 

But the world is changing. The earth is not so 
solid anymore, and spirituality is again in vogue. 
Having believed there were only two choices, we 
find ourselves ill-equipped for the discovery of 
many merry-go-rounds, all clamoring for our 
attention. 

The Johannine writer offers us a third view: 
We are already on a merry-go-round, he says. We 
are already "begotten" of some father. What we 
need is discernment to discover whether it is the 
right one. And if it is not, we will need to find a 
way of being transferred — reborn — to the right 
merry-go-round. Since these merry-go-rounds 
cross each other at certain points, knowing if we 
are on the right one won't be as easy as it 
sounds. We'll need to look at all the horses. 
With this image in our minds, let us enter the cir- 
cular argument of this passage: 

In Verse 1: Everyone who believes that Jesus is 
the Christ has been bom of God, or is begotten of 
God. Jesus — the human Jesus, with an ordinary 
human name, whose feet got dusty, and whose 
throat got thirsty, who wept beside his friend's 
grave, in anger and anguish at the ravages of 
death — this Jesus is the one God anointed. This 
Jesus is the sent one, the promised one. Can't 
you almost hear the sigh of relief from those who 
agree with this statement? After all, most of 
those who don't agree have already split from 
the Johannine community. 

But wait. What comes next in this circle? 
Everyone who loves the parent loves the child. So 
here's the test of belief. Believing that the human 
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Jesus is truly the sent one does make us God's 
child, but we must test the reality of that belief 
by seeing if we really love the other children of 
God. The spirit of dissension can so easily grasp 
those struggling for purity of doctrine. A glance 
at chapter four will remind us that the writer has 
been showing this Community of the Beloved 
Disciple that God is love. Those who are begot- 
ten of God, then, will automatically respond to 
each other in love. 

But there are a lot of communities around 
whose members respond to each other with 
some kind of love. They could even have some 
kind of faith. How can we determine if this is the 
right kind of love and so the right kind of faith? 
How do we know if we love the children of God? 
John's answer is strange: 

By this we know that we love the children of 

God, when we love God and obey his com- 
mandments. (v. 2) 

What we see here is another effort to complete 
the circle. If we love the child because we love 
the parent, we must also love the parent because 
we love the child. Each proves the other. 

The word "commandments", at the end of 
verse 2, seems to introduce a tangent, doesn't it? 
But not for long. The author moves quickly to 
include it in the circle by reminding the com- 
munity that: his commandments are not burden- 
some. By saying this, two parallel images from 
the Gospel of John are evoked: First, the com- 
mandments are not burdensome, meaning not 
overly heavy or demanding, because they are all 
wrapped up in the one commandment — loving 
God with all your heart and your neighbor as 
yourself. And since those begotten of God natu- 
rally express the nature of God, they will natu- 


rally want to keep God's commandments. 

Some of those who had left the community, 
by the way, had taken this to mean that the true 
disciple can no longer sin. This extreme view has 
been dealt with carefully in the first chapters of 
this epistle. We can still sin, but it is not natural 
for us to continue in sin if we are the begotten of 
God; through confession we will come to the 
light for cleansing. This is possible for us, because 
our advocate, the human Jesus, understands our 
humanity. 

The second image probably evoked by the 
writer's reference to "the commandments which 
are not burdensome" comes from the farewell 
words of Jesus, as recorded in the Gospel of John 
(15: 4a, 5, 7, 10, 12) in which abiding in Him is 
linked with keeping the commandment to love 
one another. Because this passage is so familiar to 
this community, they are not surprised to meet 
the word "faith" again in verse 4. (The word 
"faith" here, by the way, is the same word trans- 
lated "believes" in verse 1.) 

For whatever is bom of God conquers the 

world. And this is the victory that conquers 

the world, our faith. 

Faith is the abiding which links the begotten 
to the Begetter, and which also keeps them there. 
The world order, or cosmos which is overcome 
here by love and trust (or faith) is the world order 
governed by hate and mistrust. And, to bring 
everything full circle, all this depends on recog- 
nizing that the human Jesus is the Son of God — 
the one who came by water and by blood. Jesus 
came not with the water only, but with the water 
and the blood. 

Four important words come together in verse 
6. These four words indicate where we are to rest 
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our faith. The words are "Jesus," "Christ," 
"water" and "blood." Like the horses on the 
merry-go-round, they belong together. 

In all the Johannine writings, to call Jesus the 
"Christ" is to speak of the human Jesus as the 
one sent from God who reveals God and in that 
revealing or manifestation brings life. The salva- 
tion comes because the human Messiah (that is 
the Christ) turns out to be the Son of God. 

The "water" mentioned in verse 6 probably 
refers to Christ's baptism. It appears as though 
some of those who had left the church believed 
that Christ was a heavenly being who temporar- 
ily joined his spirit to that of the human Jesus at 
his baptism, so that he could reveal God's power. 
However, he left him again before his death, so 
it was only the human Jesus who died on the 
cross. This was because in Greek thinking, God 
could not possibly have anything to do with that 
which was material or corruptible. So Jesus could 
not possibly become flesh and blood and then 
die. But this was precisely what the gospels 
claimed he had done. And this is what the writer 
is also insisting on here. 

So how does believing that Jesus is the Christ, 
the son of the living God — that he is both 
human and divine — prove that we are begotten 
of God? Well, it doesn't, of course, if we separate 
believing from being. But if we truly believe in 
this human/divine Jesus, the promise is that God 
takes the initiative and begets us. He lifts us off 
the wrong merry-go-round, so to speak, — or bet- 
ter, plucks us out of the wrong family, and begets 
us again into his own. If we are begotten of God, 
we will manifest God's nature. The essence of 
that nature is the kind of love Jesus Christ 
demonstrated both in his life and in his death. 
This love stands over against evil and overcomes 
it with the only weapon evil cannot duplicate — 


the weapon of self-giving love. 

God, and those begotten of God, are clearly 
differentiated from the evil one, to whom, 
according to 1 John 5:19, the whole corrupt 
world belongs. This is decisively different from 
some of the ancient religions being rediscovered 
by many North Americans, who see God not as a 
Trinity, but as a Quaternity, containing within 
himself both the evil and the good, or who see 
God as so utterly transcendent that he is 
removed from both good and evil, much as those 
who left the Johannine community believed. 

Some weeks ago, in the middle of preparing 
for exams, I reluctantly took time off to dash to 
the drugstore for some mundane items. A sur- 
prisingly few minutes later, I was driving home, 
tears streaming down my face, exams having 
become mundane and unimportant. The radio 
was on in the car and I found myself listening to 
an interview with a mother in Vancouver who 
had just received several desperate telephone 
calls from her daughter, a prostitute in Win- 
nipeg. One of the calls had been taped and was 
being played over the air in an effort to track 
down where she was. Her name was Francesca. 
She was being held by someone named Tony. 
She was clearly heavily drugged, was being 
abused, feared she would be killed — said they 
had slashed her fingers, and knew only that she 
was somewhere on Broadway. 

As you hear me tell this, I wonder, who are 
you identifying with? Whose feelings are you 
feeling? I felt as if I were that mother, receiving 
that call in my own kitchen. I had not planned 
on such an emotional excursion, but there I was, 
weeping her tears, thinking, "Some things are 
beyond what anyone can bear!" 

And my next question, wrung from me, was 
this one: "Where are you God? Where are you 
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now, in this moment, in relation to this? Where 
are you in relation to all the other Francescas and 
Tonys in the world?" 

I found myself remembering some words 
from Isaiah. For the writer of Isaiah, in the mid- 
dle of the terrible things Israel was doing and 
experiencing, discovered in his own grief the 
grief of God. In doing so, he found himself enter- 
ing the Mother-heart of God. According to Isaiah 
49:14, he heard Zion saying, "The Lord has for- 
saken me , my Lord has forgotten me." And he heard 
God answering, "Can a woman forget her nursing 
child, or show no compassion for the child of her 
womb? Even these may forget , yet I will not forget 
you" (49:15). 

According to chapter 66, a chapter filled with 
birth images, Isaiah heard God promising the 
exiles, who feared they would never return to 
Jerusalem, "this is the one to whom I will look , to the 
humble and contrite in spirit ; who trembles at my 
word... As a mother comforts her child , so I will com- 
fort you." (Isaiah 66:2, 13) But the Mother-heart 
of God is of course also the Father-heart of God. 
They are the same. For it was Isaiah who spoke 
these words — because he felt them, and wept. 
As later Jesus wept at the death of all the broth- 
ers of women like Martha and Mary; and at the 
death of all the Jerusalems, including ours. Surely 
in his death he has been in travail with our griefs 
and has carried our sorrows, that we might be 
begotten of him. It was this God, surely who 
hung dead on a rough tree, blood and water 
pouring from a human wound, because he had 
chosen to overcome the evil one with that one 
weapon evil could not duplicate. 

The answer that came to me as I drove home 


listening to that mother searching for her 
daughter, and that daughter crying out to her 
mother, was the Johannine answer: God is here 
in my tears. He was there in that mother desper- 
ately praying to God and mobilizing all human 
resources to find her daughter. And God was in 
that radio announcer using his position to help 
her. 

Through us, God is wherever the flesh and 
blood Jesus would have been. This means that 
God is also there in every human effort to rescue 
and transfer the Tonys and Francescas from the 
merry-go-round of this hate-engendered Cos- 
mos to the KOSMOS that runs on love — God's 
love — as expressed in Jesus Christ, the one born 
of water and blood — not of water only, but of 
the water and the blood. 

The Johannine writer makes it clear that God 
is the only one whose love is strong enough to 
lift us from one merry-go-round to the other. 
God is love. He does not initiate evil. Rather, 
through the power of love, he overcomes it. 
Thus, it is utterly out of place for Christians to 
blame God for the suffering of this world. Jesus 
has revealed to us the heart of God - the Mother- 
Father heart of God. 

Actually, Israel had already learned this a long 
time ago through God revealing himself to 
Moses as the God who cares for the oppressed, 
for the widow and the orphan, through the 
words of Micah, "What does the Lord require of 
you but to do justice , and to love kindness , and to 
walk humbly with your God?" ( 6:8) 

Israel just kept forgetting. As do we. God 
grant us the grace to remember. 




All are witnesses 
of Christ's empowering grace 





LAURA SCHMIDT 


Parable of the 
Wheat and Weeds 

Matthew 13:24-30 , 36-43 NRSV 


F or many of us the teachings of Jesus and 
the parables in particular are familiar. We 
have a basic idea of what they mean. But 
the gift of the parables is that in their 
retelling there can truly be a rehearing as well. If 
you're like me you read some of these and the 
message seems clear. Take this text, for example: 
the parable of the wheat and the weeds. Most of 
us understand this text to mean that good and 
evil coexist in the world and that we're supposed 
to take courage and hang in there because it all 
comes out okay in the end. And in essence that 
is right. But thinking and talking about the para- 
ble is like life — a general sense of the end is 
clear, but what matters is how you get there and 
what happens to you along the way. And too, at 
points, it is less significant that one stands in the 
pulpit and says something new than that the old 
truths get said again. We are a forgetful people, 
we get discouraged, our vision gets cloudy, our 
hearing selective. We need to hear even the pre- 
dictable known things again because often they 
are so hard to do or so hard to remember in a 
way that makes a difference. 

This morning hear again, perhaps hear anew, 
the parable of the wheat and the weeds, words 
for us on the journey today. 


I grew up in a household with a list of Satur- 
day chores. My mother would sit down with me 
and my sister and the list, letting us alternate in 
picking which ones we wanted to do. I liked to 
do inside chores - dusting, vacuuming, cleaning 
cupboards. My sister preferred the outside chores 
— helping with weeding, pruning, sweeping up 
after dad's mowing and edging the lawn. This all 
worked out pretty well until my sister realized I 
liked doing the inside chores and she could really 
bug me by choosing to do those things and mak- 
ing me work outside. So I have memories of 
highly irritated weeding, weeding that had to be 
redone every couple of weeks. I wish I had been 
more diligent in reading my little white Sunday 
School Bible, because I would have loved to give 
Jesus' gardening advice here to my mother. 
"Jesus says let the weeds grow." This was Jesus! 
My mother would have had no recourse. My 
mother is a godly woman, but would probably 
have had to say that from a gardening stand- 
point Jesus gives very bad advice here. Of course 
this is not an episode from Better Homes and Gar- 
dens. This parable isn't really talking about gar- 
dening. It's a commentary on life in this world. 
It's a story about the way the kingdom looks now 
with a glimpse of how it will look in the end. 
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We read the parable and perhaps the situation 
seems a little forced, with someone intentionally 
sowing weeds in someone else's field. But this 
sort of thing really did happen. It was common 
enough and problematic enough to warrant an 
official Roman law against it. There was a sub- 
stantial penalty under the law for sowing weeds 
in another person's field. It was often an act of 
revenge or part of a feud. Think of it as the first 
century version of industrial espionage — you 
attack the economic livelihood. Were Jesus to tell 
this parable today it might go something like 
this: "The kingdom of heaven may be compared 
to someone who owned a factory that made 
good computer disks. But while everyone was 
asleep an enemy came and put bad disk parts 
with viruses among the good disk parts, and then 
went away. So when the good parts were being 
made into disks, the bad parts appeared also. The 
workers came to the owner and said, 'Did you 
not have good disk parts in this plant? Where 
have the bad disk parts come from?' He 
answered, 'An enemy has done this.' The work- 
ers said to him, ' Then do you want us to go and 
gather them? ' But he replied, ' No, for in gather- 
ing the bad parts you may damage some of the 
good parts. Wait until they are assembled for 
marketing, then I will have our experts trash the 
bad disks and keep the good." (Thus endeth the 
reading...) 

Computer disks or wheat and weeds, Jesus is 
talking about good and evil and about who gets 
to do what in relationship to each. Jesus' hearers 
would have understood the farmer's problem, 
and the options available to him. The word for 
weeds here is zinzania. This weed is an annual 
grass called bearded darnel that grows among 
wheat and looks a lot like it. In early stages of 
growth it looks so much like wheat it's nearly 


impossible to tell the two apart. Once the darnel 
and wheat have headed out the difference is 
clear, but by that time the roots have become so 
intertwined any attempt to pull the weeds will 
uproot the wheat as well. Darnel doesn't grow as 
high as wheat, so sometimes the wheat is har- 
vested over top of it and then the weeds are set 
on fire. But most often the reapers separate 
wheat and weeds as they cut. It makes for a slow, 
tedious harvest but little of the wheat is lost this 
way. Seen in this context of agricultural reality 
(rather than our own tedious gardening experi- 
ences) it is not quite so surprising to hear Jesus 
say "let it grow," although the choice is for a dif- 
ficult harvest, a messy field and growing season. 

The parable addresses a number of questions. 
The most obvious of these is the question of evil. 
Whether it is the figure of Job, hundreds and 
hundreds of years old, or a 20th century rabbi, 
we find ourselves asking why bad things happen 
to good people. The problem of evil concerns all 
of us. How did evil get here? Why is it still 
allowed to flourish? How can a loving God allow 
the destruction, the oppression, the injustice we 
have seen in the 20th century alone? 

The servants in the parable want to know 
where the weeds came from. The master's answer 
is simply "an enemy has done this." That's all 
they get, and it's on to other matters. They prob- 
ably wanted a better explanation; we want a bet- 
ter explanation, don't we, of why it's this way? 
Why evil? An explanation would make enduring 
it more bearable somehow. Or would it? Maybe 
it's like what Frederick Buechner ( Wishful Think- 
ing: A Seeker's ABC's. 1993) says about Job. Job 
wants an explanation for all these terrible things 
that have happened to him. Job wants his day in 
court with God. But suppose God had actually 
explained why all of his sons and daughters were 
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killed? Job would have his explanation, but what 
then? Job would have still had to face his chil- 
dren's empty chairs at breakfast every morning. 
Explanation doesn't always change a lot about 
living out the reality. In Job's case he doesn't get 
an explanation but gets God himself in the end, 
and suddenly the need for explanation fades. I'm 
not saying we shouldn't ask why. But in truth, 
explanation doesn't always change a lot about 
living out the reality. 

The reality the parable makes clear is that 
wheat and weeds coexist for now. How are we to 
understand this image of wheat and weeds, good 
and evil mixed? Jesus' interpretation (w. 36-43) 
makes clear that in the field of the world good 
seed and bad seed grow together. The children of 
the kingdom and the children of the evil one 
coexist. Yet there will come a time when good 
and evil will be judged and separated. The para- 
ble is for the seeds growing in the field, for us. It 
is for those living in the time between sowing 
and harvest, the time between the inauguration 
of the kingdom and the kingdom's coming in its 
fullness. 

The parable functions as assurance to those 
who look around and see the impact of God's 
reign as ambiguous, even dubious at times. It 
took faith for people to believe that the kingdom 
had come with Christ; it was hard to tell at 
points. It's the same today. It takes great faith to 
believe and live the kingdom now. It takes great 
faith, as we look across the table or across the 
street or across town or across the world and see 
that the lame do not walk, the blind do not see, 
the poor do not have good news, the oppressed 
are not free. The parable is an assurance that 
despite the ambiguity of our present experience, 
the kingdom of God is at work and will ulti- 
mately triumph. Jesus' acknowledgment of the 


coexistence of evil and good is an encourage- 
ment when we are tempted to be discouraged by 
the evil in this world. Surely this part of the para- 
ble's message needs to be heard and said, again 
and again. 

Jesus' interpretation identifies the seed as the 
children of the kingdom. But as we hear the 
parable itself, we tend to identify with the ser- 
vants, don't we? I think this is all right. The ser- 
vants are trying to do their job, they come to 
their lord for direction, they want to help out 
and do the right thing. But the servants see the 
weeds and seem to lose sight of all else. They 
seem concerned that the weeds, left alone, will 
choke out the wheat. They act as if the weeds 
would be found stronger than the wheat. And in 
response the servants seem to want to act not 
like the master but like the enemy. They want to 
attack the weeds as the enemy attacked the 
wheat. Now, we are to be concerned with the 
weeds of thought and action that grow against 
the seed of the kingdom. This is not a "free and 
easy" parable. Matthew's portrait of Jesus is not 
that of a free and easy master. This is the gospel 
which included considerable teaching on per- 
sonal and corporate discipline (consider the Ser- 
mon on the Mount and a favorite in our tradi- 
tion, Matthew 18). The parable does not tell the 
servants to be free and easy. It tells them to be 
trusting. Is their passion to uproot the weeds 
(which everyone would know would result in 
uprooting the wheat as well) driven by faith or 
fear? Is it faith in God's just end or fear that the 
weeds just might be stronger? Is the passion dri- 
ven by faith or power? Faith in God's inclusive 
purposes in the kingdom or the seductive power 
of drawing and monitoring the lines of who's in 
and who's out? Faith or a desire for power? Faith 
or fear? 
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I don't know what you think of Halloween. It 
was clear again this past week that some within 
the church at large are concerned with what they 
understand to be the significant power of evil in 
Halloween. Is this concern driven by faith or 
fear? Do we have faith in God's overwhelming 
power or do we fear that the weeds just might be 
stronger? What characterizes the concern? 

In response to the servants' concern the mas- 
ter assures them of the final separation of the 
wheat and weeds. The confidence and certainty 
of the coming separation should help keep them, 
should help keep us, from worrying about the 
fate of the seed. We trust in God's just end, we 
grow our best in the meantime, trusting that our 
work is not in vain. 

We have said that Jesus' interpretation dis- 
cusses the presence of good and evil in the field 
of the world. But might we also take it to mean 
that in the field of the church good and evil exist 
together? Was this also a word to the disciples 
anxious to weed out the rabble from among 
those following Jesus? 

In Matthew's gospel Jesus seems to recognize 
those in the kingdom as both good and bad. In 
chapter 22 Jesus tells a parable which compares 
the kingdom to a wedding banquet a king gives 
for his son. The invited guests all make excuses 
not to come. And the king says "The wedding is 
ready, but those invited were not worthy. Go 
therefore into the main streets, and invite every- 
one." And it says the servants went and gathered 
good and bad to come to the banquet. Good and 
bad. Wheat and Weeds? Remember for Jesus per- 
sonal and corporate discipline are important — 
the Sermon on the Mount, and Matthew 18. But 
might both these parables also warn of expecting 
perfection within the community of believers 
this side of God's judgment? Is part of the reality 


of the parable the reality of wheat and weeds 
within the church? 

Our parable this morning is about sowing 
and harvesting and the growing in between. The 
kingdom revolution of God comes in several 
stages: a period of planting, a period of growth, 
and a period of decisive intervention. For the 
first Christians, the question of how to deal with 
the weeds grew as Christ's return was delayed. 
The disciples thought that after the Messiah 
came, the kingdom would be pure; the people of 
God would be the immaculate bride. But this was 
not the case. The early church, like the church 
now, is composed of imperfect people, growing 
slowly, even haltingly toward the harvest. Per- 
haps the disciples see this and become anxious, 
become the servants wanting to do the task of 
the reapers. But the master's response makes 
clear it is not that time yet, it's still the time for 
growing. The "promiscuity of good and evil" as 
one scholar calls it, is inevitable for now. 

And a close look reveals that even when it is 
the time for harvest the gathering and separating 
is not the servant's job. I had never noticed that, 
had you? The servants are not the reapers. They 
don't do the gathering and sorting. Jesus' inter- 
pretation (w. 36-43) identifies the good seed as 
the children of the kingdom. At some level in the 
telling of the parable we are also the servants I 
think, ready to help do the work, hoes and 
spades in hand. (We need to clean this place up!) 
Whether we are the servants or the seed or both, 
one thing is clear. We are not the reapers. As 
seeds, our task is to grow with tall stalks and full 
heads of grain reaching toward the sky. As ser- 
vants, we are told to endure, letting both grow 
until the end. "And at harvest," the master says, 
"I will tell the reapers to collect the weeds and 
wheat." Not "wait until harvest and then you 
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can separate out the weeds from wheat." Not "at 
harvest the grain will rise up and swallow the 
weeds for the children of the kingdom are might- 
ier than the children of the evil one." No, rather, 
" at harvest I will tell the reapers and they will 
collect and separate." The interpretation explains 
"The Son of Man will send his angels, and they will 
collect out of his kingdom all causes of sin and all 
evildoers. Then the righteous will shine. " A wonder- 
ful promise for us. But the weeding decision is 
never ours to make. Our knowledge of good and 
evil is never deep enough to purge another from 
the kingdom. Only God sees that clearly. 

What does this mean? At what level or in 
which direction are we able to discern good and 
evil? Does this mean we can make no judgment 
about another's actions? How does accountabil- 
ity factor in? (What about Matthew 18?!) How 
can we tell when we're crossing over into 
"reaper" activity? Is it a question of direction? 
Intention? Lines in the sand? I look forward to 
our ongoing discussion of this passage after the 
service — there are so many questions I need 


help with, so many things left unanswered. This 
parable, perhaps like many, was clearer from a 
distance than from up close. 

But what is clear? It is clear that we are not 
the reapers, that judgment of who's in and who's 
out of the kingdom is not up to us. This should 
give us pause, 1 think. What does this mean for 
how we live with and act toward each other 
now? How is this a mark of discipleship? 

It is clear that in the end good will triumph 
over evil, no matter what it looks like right now. 
We can trust in God's just judgment of good and 
evil in the end. 

It is clear that though the cunent reality is a 
mixed affair, the kingdom is growing even now. 
We are called to participate in the kingdom now. 
We must trust in God's faithfulness and strength. 

And it is clear that the challenge for us is liv- 
ing in the time between sowing and harvest, in 
the time of wheat and weeds, in the world and in 
the church. 

God grant us wisdom, that we may extend 
mercy to each other as we grow. Amen. 




KAREN HEIDEBRECHT THIESSEN 


Free: From What? 
For What? 

Romans 8:1-11 


S everal months ago I watched a film called 
The Shawshank Redemption. You may have 
seen it too. It is set in a maximum secu- 
rity prison called Shawshank and chroni- 
cles the lives and experiences of several prison 
inmates. The horrors and humiliations of life in 
this prison are vividly portrayed as well as the 
longing for freedom that keeps hope alive. 
When one of the prisoners named Brooks 
receives news of his upcoming release, the other 
inmates celebrate with him his anticipated free- 
dom. The day of his release arrives and Brooks 
walks out of the prison that has held him for 
most of his adult life and faces the new world of 
freedom. But the joy of freedom is quickly tem- 
pered by the reality of life on "the outside." 
Alone, without family or friends, Brooks can 
only find shelter in a poor rooming house in a 
bad part of town. He searches for employment 
but finds there are few job opportunities for 
elderly ex-cons. In his loneliness and in the 
emptiness of his existence Brooks gradually sinks 
into a deep depression. In the end, he finally 
takes his own life. Yes, Brooks had apparently 
finally found freedom from — freedom from years 
of bondage, hardship and humiliation in Shaw- 
shank but upon his release he discovered his free- 


dom was only an illusion. Rather than being 
held by prison walls and vigilant guards he was 
now held prisoner by a life without friendship, a 
life without opportunity, a life without hope. He 
had experienced freedom from but in the end 
realized he had not been freed for anything. 

Although Paul was not in prison when he 
wrote the letter to the Romans, he seemed to 
understand the helplessness and defeat that 
comes with bondage. In chapter 7 he bemoans 
the inescapable grip of sin that holds him captive 
despite his best efforts to escape. There he dole- 
fully states, 

I have the desire to do what is good , but I 
cannot carry it out. For what I do is not the 
good I want to do; no , the evil I do not want 
to do- this I keep on doing. What a wretched 
man I am! Who will rescue me from this 
body of death? (w. 17-19 , 24) 

These sound like the words of someone who 
has almost reached the end of his rope, someone 
whose life feels pretty dark and desperate. Paul's 
words of despair have been echoed in the experi- 
ences of many people, maybe even in your life. 
Sometimes when we have given it our best shot, 
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when we have tried our best to live life the way 
we know we should but have experienced failure 
time and time again, we feel about ready to give 
up the struggle because it's just too hard. Despite 
our best intentions we repeatedly end up doing 
the very things we don't want to do. We think 
that we are finally on the right track and we're 
making some progress and then something 
comes along to derail us and we find ourselves 
lying bruised and defeated in the ditch once 
more. Often it finally seems easier to just give up 
trying, to quit fighting the inevitable and to just 
give in to the forces and circumstances that seem 
to ultimately control us. 

None of this is news for Paul. It is his basic 
assumption that we are in bondage to sin and 
desperately need to be freed. He argues that the 
natural orientation of humanity is not towards 
God but towards ourselves and towards our 
world which is dominated by rebellion and sin. 
He argues that our natural inclination is to honor 
the created above the Creator, to condemn oth- 
ers and excuse ourselves, to serve ourselves and 
deny others, to live a life shaped by self-love 
rather than the love of God. In today's passage 
Paul refers to this as our sinful nature or in some 
translations as "life in the flesh." He doesn't 
paint a pretty picture of this state of being. In 
later verses he describes it as a way of living that 
is dominated by hostility to God, enslavement to 
our natural desires and the final, inevitable man- 
ifestation of sin, death. He describes it as a state 
of bondage and oppression from which we are 
helpless to escape despite our best efforts. It is a 
life sentence with no chance of parole. 

But the gloom and despair is abruptly dis- 
placed by celebration and joy in verse 1 as Paul 
proclaims, " Therefore , there is now no condemna- 
tion for those who are in Christ Jesus, because 


through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of life set me 
free from the law of sin and death." Jesus has done 
for us what we were unable to do for ourselves. 
Jesus comes crashing through our prison walls, 
throwing off the shackles that bind us, loosing 
the grip of the forces that hold us hostage. "For 
what the law was powerless to do in that it was 
weakened by the sinful nature, God did by sending 
his own Son in the likeness ofsinfid [humanity] to be 
a sin offering" (v.3). Jesus became like us identi- 
fying with us in our mortality, in our human 
temptations, and in the weakness that sin uses so 
effectively to destroy us. 

But to say something is like something else 
also implies that there is a degree of distinctive- 
ness. They are alike but not identical. Jesus, 
God's Son, became like us in our humanness but 
unlike us, he did not become enslaved to sin but 
rather lived a life of obedience to God. This free- 
dom from the bondage of sin qualified the Son of 
God to become the needed and absolute sacrifice 
for sin. Sin and death stood by helplessly as Jesus 
broke through sin's ultimate manifestation 
which is death and into resurrection life. The 
resurrection of Jesus signaled a new beginning 
for humanity. Sin's power was no longer the final 
word for its power had been more than matched 
by the power of God's Spirit. Through the faith- 
fulness of Jesus, we have been set free. We cele- 
brate the joy of freedom that is ours because of 
Jesus' triumph over sin. We walk out through 
the once impenetrable gate of Shawshank and 
into the freedom of life beyond the bondage of 
sin. 

But like the recently released Brooks in the 
film, we find ourselves asking the "what now" 
question. For what purpose have we been freed? 
What kind of life awaits us as we cross the 
threshold from bondage into freedom? Often 
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beauty and home decorating magazines make 
use of before and after pictures to contrast the 
dowdy old with the transformed new. Paul uses 
a similar technique in verses 5-8 to answer the 
"what now" question as he contrasts the old life 
in bondage to sin with the new life in the Spirit. 
While once we were enslaved to ourselves and 
our own desires we have now been freed for a 
new relationship with the God who created us. 
While once we were in a position of opposition 
toward God we have now been reconciled 
toward God. While once we were enslaved to 
death, we have now been given the gift of life. 
Because we have been set free through the faith- 
fulness of Christ, we celebrate with Paul that 
there really is now no condemnation for those of 
us in Christ Jesus. The freedom Christ brings lib- 
erates us from bondage to our past with all its 
mistakes and failures. By the power of Christ's 
death and resurrection, we are now freed to live 
our lives on a different level. We are freed to live 
lives controlled by God's spirit at work within us. 

It all sounds pretty upbeat and victorious 
doesn't it? It is as if we have left all our problems 
and struggles behind. In some ways, it doesn't 
seem very real. After all, I know that I certainly 
do not live a sin-free existence. I am often 
tempted and sometimes I give in to that tempta- 
tion. I don't live in some spiritual state separate 
from the effects of sin so visible in the world 
around me. It's easy for us to feel defeated and 
overwhelmed with guilt when our before and 
after pictures aren't as starkly different from one 
another as we think they should be. 

It reminds me of a friend of mine who expe- 
rienced a dramatic change in her life when she 
came to faith in Jesus. I was so impressed with 
her new spiritual vitality and dedication. She 
could give a testimony that brought shivers 


down your spine and tears to your eyes. My own 
story of faith felt boring and pedestrian in con- 
trast to hers. But several months later when I 
met her again, some things had changed. She 
seemed despondent and defeated. When I asked 
about it, she told me that she was coming to the 
conclusion that her whole spiritual experience 
had been nothing more than a temporary illu- 
sion. Things hadn't changed for her like they 
should have. She still struggled with some of the 
addictive habits that had characterized her life 
before she came to faith in Christ. She felt like a 
failure in her faith because she still hadn't been 
able to forgive and move beyond some of the 
hurtful experiences of her past. She felt like God 
had given her a chance to start over again but 
she had blown it completely. 

It's experiences like this that make it impor- 
tant for us to clarify several things that Paul is 
saying. He is not saying that those who are now 
in Christ Jesus will no longer sin. He is not say- 
ing that we are now exempt from the struggle 
against sin. Paul is not promoting some sort of 
impossible Christian perfectionism. What Paul 
says is that there is no longer condemnation for 
those in Christ Jesus. For although we will con- 
tinue to live with the effects of sin, we are no 
longer under the authority of sin. Paul is speak- 
ing more about direction than perfection. To 
walk or live according to the Spirit of God speaks 
of an orientation to a goal, a continuous journey 
toward a goal that has not yet been attained. 
Paul does not assume that the process of salva- 
tion is complete but he does assume that it has 
begun. He does not assume that our total being 
has been completely transferred to another 
realm, but he does assume that a decisive trans- 
fer of allegiance has taken place. Paul does not 
say that moral effort on our part will no longer 
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be necessary, but he does assume that the inner 
compulsion of God's spirit has become the most 
important motivating factor for us. 

The new life we now share in the Spirit is a 
foretaste of the life which we will have in full at 
God's final re-creation of reality. Until that day, 
we live in a tension between the life in Christ 
that is already ours and the life in Christ which 
is to come. We experience the tension and some- 
times the frustration of living between the ages 
as we await our final and complete liberation in 
the age to come. Paul describes that tension in 
verses 10 and 11 where he writes, "But if Christ is 
in you , your body is dead because of sin , yet your 
spirit is alive because of righteousness. And if the 
Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead is living 
in you , he who raised Christ from the dead will also 
give life to your mortal bodies through his Spirit , who 
lives in you. " Although we are given life in Christ, 
we do not escape this body of death nor the 
death of this body. But something has changed. 
For God's acceptance, life and power are not sub- 
ject to sin or death, and when sin plays death as 


its last card, God's Spirit will trump it. For then 
even death will be drawn under the power of the 
Spirit of life and we will fully share in that resur- 
rection life. 

In this passage Paul reminds us that we have 
much to celebrate. We are no longer in bondage, 
for God in Christ has come crashing through our 
prison walls, throwing off the shackles that 
bound us, loosing the grip of the forces that held 
us hostage. We are able to walk out through the 
once impenetrable gate of Shawshank and into 
the freedom of life beyond the bondage of sin. 
We are also reminded that crossing the threshold 
from bondage into freedom is not the end but 
rather marks the beginning of a journey, a jour- 
ney toward a goal which we have not yet 
attained in its completeness. This is a journey 
that will end only on that day when we will 
experience full and complete liberation — in the 
freedom of the final re-creation of reality when 
our total being will be transformed in God's new 
world. 



NANCY RIEDIGER FEHDERAU 


Giving Birth to Life 
in Death 


I was enjoying lunch with my parents one 
balmy October day. The nights were already 
frosty. My parents were happily looking for- 
ward to spending another winter with their 
good friends in Florida. 

The car had been serviced, lists made, 
arrangements for mail and bills taken care of. 
They themselves, at 84 and 87, had had their last 
checkup with the doctor, who confirmed their 
status of good health and wished them well on 
their journey. Just before leaving, Mom thought 
she would mention to him that lately she could 
not eat as much as she used to, always felt full, 
and had lost some weight over the last months. 
The doctor ordered a stomach x-ray, just to make 
sure. More than a week had passed since that x- 
ray. She thought it would be good to have the 
results before they left. I assured her that if we 
didn't hear anything in the next few days, I 
would call for the report just to set her mind at 
ease. We continued to talk of good times and 
shared family news. She was always interested to 
hear what her two great grandchildren were up 
to ... Then the telephone rang. 

In the space of a few moments our world was 
turned upside down: an enormous stomach 
tumor, three months to live without surgery, up 


to a year with surgery. After the initial shock, we 
looked deep into each other's eyes. Mine were 
swimming with tears. She calmly said, "Don't 
cry. We will take from the Lord whatever comes. 
If that's the way it has to be, then so be it." We 
suddenly found ourselves on a fast train, heading 
in directions over which we had no control. The 
tumor could not be removed, so the doctor 
elected to perform a stomach by-pass. 

Mother lived one month longer than the year 
given her. We cared, we loved, we cried, we 
shared and talked about life, death and dying. 
We encouraged each other and we prayed as our 
family walked with Mom along this part of her 
journey. It was hard watching her optimistic, 
courageous, and determined spirit struggle and 
finally give in to her wasting, dying body. 

She spent her last weeks in a spacious, bright 
room in the palliative care unit of a nearby 
health facility. A cot was provided so I could 
spend the nights beside her as well. It was a priv- 
ilege to be free to spend most of my time with 
her. We had many precious moments together. 

She liked to sit straight upright in bed some- 
times, but needed to be held and supported in 
this position. This was rather awkward to do 
from the side of the bed, so I crawled up into her 
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bed behind her, so she was sitting between my 
legs, leaning up against me. As I sat there quietly 
holding her from behind, my thoughts drifted 
and a picture unfolded: a farm house during a 
blustery March blizzard, many years ago. How 
often she had told me of this event: my mother 
on a bed in much the same position that I was 
presently in, giving birth to my life. Now, the 
roles were reversed. I was in the birthing posi- 
tion, helping my frail, weak mother through her 
journey of birth through death into a new life - a 
new life in heaven, and it was taking so long to 
get there. Each morning, when I would greet her, 
she would open her eyes, look around, and then 


shake her head in disappointment. Not yet in 
heaven. 

As I mused, all the while stroking and holding 
her, I thought of something I had read recently. 
A mother was encouraging her daughter and told 
her, "When you were born, you cried lustily, 
while all the people standing around you 
laughed. Live well, so that when you die, you 
will be the one that laughs, while all the people 
around you cry." 

Well, my mother breathed her last breath in 
my arms one night. She was laughing; I was cry- 
ing. And then I thought of my own eventual 
birthing journey through death into life. 



GERTRUD GEDDERT 


Reaching Out In Faith 

Mark S:24b-34 


T he text I have chosen for my sermon 
today is one of the New Testament texts 
that continually challenges and encour- 
ages me. It is also a text that has fasci- 
nated me in the context of counseling and pas- 
toral care because it has to do with the question: 
"How does Jesus relate to people with prob- 
lems?" 

In Mark 5:24b-34 we are introduced to a 
woman with many problems who comes to Jesus 
and receives help from him. She had suffered a 
great deal from a physical problem. For 12 years 
the woman had had a serious menstrual bleeding 
problem with perhaps a purely physical cause, 
but there could also have been psychological 
causes, for example, resulting from some sort of 
psychological pressure on this woman. The way 
her environment dealt with her and her disease 
definitely did not further any healing; it made it 
worse. She had not only suffered from her illness, 
but also through the many things that had been 
done to her in the futile attempts to heal her. 
"She had suffered a great deal under the care of 
many doctors" is what the text says. A woman in 
this situation, back in the first century, had to do 
many crazy things and suffer from many humil- 
iating treatments. But "instead of getting better, 


she grew worse." We can only imagine the 
shame and humiliation these treatments must 
have meant for this woman. 

The next problem was one of bankruptcy. 
"She had suffered a great deal under the care of 
many doctors ... and had spent all she had." 
She had used up all her money. There was noth- 
ing left for her to live on. Most of us have some 
sort of medical insurance, so it might be hard for 
us to grasp the significance of the phrase, "she 
had spent all she had." And yet there are people 
around us, maybe even among us, who under- 
stand what it is like to be sick and as a result be 
reduced to poverty. 

Pain, shame, and poverty, those were only 
three of her problems. She had even more! She 
was unclean - almost as though she were a leper! 
Let me read the Jewish law that applied to this 
woman and to the people around her: 

If a woman has a discharge of blood for 
many days ... every bed on which she lies ... 
everything on which she sits shall be unclean 
... Whoever touches these things shall be 
unclean, and shall wash his clothes, and 
bathe in water, and be unclean until the 
evening". (Lev. 15:25-27 NRSV) 
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This woman was forbidden to have any kind 
of physical contact with people. She was unclean 
and she made everyone who came too close to 
her unclean as well. We do not know if she was 
married, though probably she had been at first. 
In the culture of the first century virtually every 
girl who reached puberty would be married. But 
if she had had a husband, then in that culture it 
is pretty certain that after 12 years of being 
untouchable, the husband would have been long 
gone. 

She was not allowed to touch anyone and no 
one was allowed to touch her. Can you imagine 
this? Twelve years without ever being touched by 
anyone, not even a handshake; in fact, you 
would be carefully avoided by everyone. Just 
accidentally touching something she had 
touched was enough to make others unclean! 
And that was also forbidden! And so her friends 
and family had probably forsaken her a long 
time ago. How could one live a normal life 
together with a person in her condition? 

But there was even more! When she walked 
down the street and came near people, she was 
required to shout, "Unclean, Unclean!" and 
everyone would carefully make a detour around 
her. She was not only excluded from close con- 
tact with people, she was excluded from virtually 
any meaningful kind of relationship. For 12 
years she was totally separated from people. 
That is a long, long time. 

She was also excluded from religious life. Since 
she was religiously unclean, she was unable to go 
to the synagogue to pray or participate in the 
feasts at the temple. She could not bring a sacri- 
fice or a gift to the altar. She must have wondered 
more than once if God too had forsaken her! 

I think the greatest problem this woman 
faced was probably total hopelessness. How else 


can you feel when no matter what you try, 
things get worse? She had spent everything she 
had; she had endured all sorts of painful and 
embarrassing treatments. Without a doubt she 
had often prayed and pleaded with God to heal 
her, and nothing had changed! She was at the 
end of her rope! 

Then she heard about Jesus and she said to 
herself, "If I could only touch the hem of his gar- 
ment, I would be made well!" I doubt very much 
that this was a huge confident faith; it sounds 
more like a tiny mustard seed faith. She experi- 
enced a tiny drop of courage in an ocean of 
despair. But she exercised her little faith. What 
did she have to lose? She wanted to be healed, 
and so she stretched out her hand and the power 
of God flowed into her and healed her. In verse 
29 it says: " Immediately her bleeding stopped and 
she felt in her body that she was freed from her suf- 
fering. " 

Now the story could have ended right there. 
She had believed and her faith had led to her heal- 
ing. But this was not yet the full healing she 
needed! Only her physical suffering had come to 
an end. Her loneliness, social unacceptability, and 
the inner pain of 12 years of humiliation were all 
still there. This woman needed far more than 
physical healing. Have you ever wondered why 
Jesus confronted the woman and made her tell her 
story publicly? Verse 30 says, "At once Jesus realized 
that power had gone out from him. He turned around 
in the crowd and asked, 'Who touched my clothes?"' 
Jesus immediately felt that something more had 
happened than just the ordinary jostling of the 
crowd. The touch had been deliberate. 

Why did Jesus confront this woman in front 
of everyone? Did he not know how embarrassing 
that must have been to have her situation 
brought out into the open in front of all these 
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people? Why didn't Jesus let this woman sneak 
back home, as secretly as she had come? 

Why? Because physical healing is not 
enough. Jesus knows that this woman needs a 
new touch in all areas of her life. He wants her 
to be whole, completely whole! Jesus does not 
want to stop at a physical touch that leads to a 
physical healing. He wants to change a life, com- 
pletely! And so Jesus confronts this woman in 
front of the whole crowd. "The woman, knowing 
what had happened to her, came and . . . trembling 
with fear, told him the whole truth" (v.33). Try to 
imagine the situation. She was trembling with 
fear. Was she afraid of Jesus? Maybe. With her 
touch she had made him unclean, too! Maybe 
he would scold her. Perhaps she had some of 
these thoughts. But I think she was more afraid, 
probably even terrified of the crowd. What 
would they do? She had broken all the rules. 
Would her deepest fears come true? Would they 
stone her? Would they all shout "unclean" and 
withdraw in horror? 

Well, what did the crowd do? The text does 
not tell us exactly but let's imagine what hap- 
pened. Jesus makes her confess in front of all 
these people. And she obeys. She must have been 
afraid that all these people would just hurt, pun- 
ish and reject her all over again. Now, how do 
you think the crowd responded? 

Did they do what she feared? I don't think 
so. When Jesus is present, we don't shout 
"UNCLEAN." We don't point fingers; "look at 
her, look what she did! How could she?" No, in 
the powerful presence of Jesus nobody rejected, 
condemned, or even thought of punishing her. 
That in itself must have been an incredible heal- 
ing experience. 

It was tremendously important that her heal- 
ing was brought out into the open. This woman 


could not sneak away and secretly rejoice in her 
healing, for the healing had to be just as public as 
the humiliation had been! It was important that 
everyone understood the situation. She was no 
longer unclean. No one had to avoid her any 
more. If the healing had not been made public, 
how could she ever have persuaded the crowds 
that she was suddenly clean? She needed the pub- 
lic testimony of Jesus that she was clean again. 

But there is more: Everyone needed to hear 
Jesus address her as "Daughter," not "you poor 
woman," but "DAUGHTER!" This woman, who 
had lost all her important relationships is now 
called "Daughter" by Jesus! And there is still 
more. Jesus offers her not only healing, but 
wholeness and shalom (that wonderful word for 
the total well-being and peace that only God can 
give!) SHALOM is a word that means all of life 
is touched. In fact, when Jesus says, "Daughter, 
your faith has healed you", he doesn't use a word 
that means just physical healing, he uses the 
word that means saved completely. And when 
he says, "Go in peace," he's talking about 
shalom, a well-being that touches all of life. 

Hear once more how the story ends: "Then 
Jesus said to her: 'DAUGHTER, your faith has 
healed you! Go in peace and be freed from your 
suffering'." 

I think this must surely mean that she was 
healed in all the corners of her life, not only 
physically, but in the deepest recesses of her soul! 

Does that mean that all scars and memories 
of the pain would be erased forever? Maybe - 
maybe not. I think that Jesus' words, "Go in 
peace" signal that a new beginning had been 
given to her: physically, mentally, socially, and 
spiritually. 

It was the beginning of a journey, a start, a 
road that would lead her out of hopelessness, 
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into fellowship, back to relationships with God 
and with people. We do not know anything 
about how her life continued. But we do know 
that she left with the blessing of God's salvation 
and peace for the road that lay ahead! 

So how does this text speak to us? We are also 
in need of God's healing touch. Jesus also wants 
us to be made whole. He wants us to be people 
whose lives are surrounded with God's peace. I 
want to suggest five points that emerge from this 
woman's story that can also speak to us. 

First, this woman gave up on human meth- 
ods. For 12 years she had done everything 
humanly possible; it had not done any good. Of 
course there are human methods that we want to 
affirm. We are thankful for doctors and for the 
possibility of getting help through counseling, 
pastoral care, and therapy. But human methods 
do not always help. Sometimes healing comes 
only when spiritual battles are won, and no one 
but Jesus can win them. And so this story chal- 
lenges us to reach out to Jesus - way beyond what 
we think is humanly possible, for Jesus has the 
power to change our situation, to heal our dis- 
eases, to make us whole. 

Secondly, "she heard about Jesus." That is 
what we read in verse 27. But surely this woman 
had heard about Jesus before; he was a well- 
known preacher; he was a famous miracle 
worker. But that day she really heard - heard in 
a way that "clicked"! "Maybe he can heal me, 
too!" We don't know how it happened. Just 
before this story is the story of a man from whom 
Jesus had cast out a legion of demons. At the end 
of that story it says the man went around and 
spread the good news everywhere. Maybe she 
heard this man say, "Jesus made me well!" 

Two weeks ago some of us women were at a 
women's retreat, where several women shared 


what the Lord had done for them. And others 
could hear, really hear, maybe for the first time. 
This text challenges us to tell others what the 
Lord has done for us, so that they can also hear 
of Jesus. 

Thirdly, she came up from behind and 
touched his garment. In her situation that 
involved a very great risk, but she really wanted 
things to be different. She really wanted to be 
healed. Maybe we need to ask ourselves some- 
times: "Do we really want things to be different? 
Do we really want to be well? What price are we 
willing to pay to make it possible?" 

Perhaps we respond: "Of course, I want 
things to be different. Of course, I want to be 
healed." But do we really? Perhaps it isn't all that 
certain. It's possible that we get used to even dif- 
ficult situations, and sometimes we fear change, 
just as much as we hope change will make things 
better. 

The woman in this story wanted to be healed 
so badly: 

- that she was ready to sneak up to Jesus and 
touch his garment. 

- that she was willing to take the risk of being 
misunderstood, ostracized and outcast all over 
again. 

- that she even risked being scolded by Jesus, 
for touching Jesus would make him unclean, 
as well. 

This woman wanted to be healed at any price! 
How badly do we want to be healed? Do we want 
it badly enough to take that kind of risk? 

That doesn't mean we can't go into our 
prayer closet, shut the door, pray to God and 
expect him to heal us. Sometimes that's what we 
do; and sometimes God heals that way. But 
sometimes the right way is to do what this 
woman did. Sometimes God offers healing to 
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those who are willing to go to the crowd of peo- 
ple who are gathered around Jesus. 

Sometimes God extends his healing to us 
only when we are ready to bring our secret 
wounds and burdens not only to him, but also to 
our brothers and sisters. 

I think we are often a lot like this woman. We 
only dare to reach out to Jesus secretly. Nobody 
knows that we are praying for healing in a cer- 
tain area of our life. I am sure there are a lot of 
secret prayers prayed among us. And why do we 
do this? Because we are so afraid! What if we 
were found out? What would people say? What? 
You? You have this problem? 1 would have never 
guessed that! We, too, like this woman are often 
so afraid that people might point fingers at us 
and shout: "Unclean, Unclean!" And sometimes 
there is reason to be afraid. People do point fin- 
gers; Christians too. They condemn and ostracize 
where they ought to love and forgive. 

But this is where the powerful message of this 
text comes in: When Jesus is present, when we 
are gathered together and Jesus is among us, 
then we do not do what we might naturally do; 
we accept and love; we don't reject and con- 
demn. And to experience this is to experience 
healing and shalom. 

Fourthly, the woman stretched out her hand 
and touched Jesus. Actually she touched only 
his garment. But she reached out. She could 
have stood there contemplating the situation 
forever. If she had not in the end stretched out 
her hand, she would not have been healed. 


God's healing doesn't come in response to think- 
ing about it. She had to take the risk of faith. But 
she didn't have to have some big faith - just 
enough to reach out. 

When we come to Jesus with our wounds and 
injuries, we don't have to try to work up a moun- 
tain of faith. It doesn't depend on having exactly 
the right prayer formula, exactly the right words 
at the right time. God's healing touch comes 
when we reach out from a longing heart. He 
may not always perform an instantaneous heal- 
ing, but let's not exclude that possibility either! 
Are we ready to reach out? 

Lastly, she fell before him and told him the 
whole truth. When Jesus confronted the woman, 
she told him the whole truth, not only the facts 
of her physical problem. When she realized that 
she could not secretly sneak away, she opened up 
to him completely, and so she could also be com- 
pletely healed. As long as we are unwilling to 
face the whole truth about our problems, how 
can we expect to be completely healed by Jesus? 

It is my prayer this morning that our church 
— especially our home fellowship groups — will 
be places where Jesus is so powerfully present 
that we can dare to take the kind of risks this 
woman did, that we can reach out to Jesus - that 
even the secret needs of our hearts can be 
brought to him openly rather than secretly. 

Reach out in faith and hear Jesus' words: 
"Daughter ... Son, your faith has healed you. Go 
in peace and be freed from your suffering ." 




FAITH WIEBE 


Living Deeply 

John 12:1-8 


L ast week I was reading a Far Side cartoon 
by Gary Larson. A tall, green, parental- 
looking insect perched on a large, green 
leaf was giving his young-expectant 
brood a last minute lecture. He looked into their 
eager faces and said, "Of course, long before you 
mature, most of you will be eaten." In other 
words, "live deeply while you can!" 

Our theme today is "journeying together to 
Easter." We are all pilgrims walking alongside 
each other, pressing on in hope with another 
Easter on our horizon. What does the story of 
Jesus' death and resurrection have to do with our 
stories? What relevance does the story of Jesus 
having a dinner with Mary, Martha and Lazarus 
have for us today? Why would they be devoted 
to someone who was going to die? Why would 
Jesus be pressing on in hope on a journey which 
leads to his own death? 

In the story of Oscar Romero, we learn of a 
shy, conservative man, who after three months 
of being primate of El Salvador, became a 
prophet out of obedience to God's call. He saw 
the suffering of the Salvadoran people and 
became unusually brave. In those three months, 
every ear was pressed against a radio to hear 
Romero preach. His views, however, put him at 


odds with the rich and with many bishops and 
priests, including Pope John Paul III. When 
Romero asked the army to refuse commands and 
to stop oppressing their own people, he had to 
reckon with the threat of his own assassination. 
On March 24, 1980, Romero was shot while 
delivering a sermon. Eighty thousand people 
attended his funeral. A massacre occurred that 
day resulting in the death of 39 people. The 
Catholic Church was split in their view of this 
man, but people in the villages and mountains 
felt that their shepherd was a saint. 

Romero is an example of living life deeply. 
Why were these people so devoted to a person 
who was going to die? What is it like to be with 
someone who is going to die? How does this 
modern story connect with John 12:1-8? How 
did Jesus live deeply? 

Let's look at Jesus' itinerary sheet in that last 
week of his life. Jesus' last stop was at Bethany 
where he had raised a dead man back to life. 
Chapter 11:45 says " ...many of the Jews who had 
come to visit Mary, and had seen what Jesus did, put 
their faith in him." But others did not. They went 
to the Pharisees. A meeting of the Sanhedrin was 
called and a plot was soon put into place to have 
Jesus arrested and killed. 
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Jesus' next stop was Ephraim, "near the 
desert." He no longer moved about publicly, but 
quietly withdrew with his disciples to a retreat 
center. 

Meanwhile, some 100,000 people partic- 
ipated in the pilgrimage feast in Jerusalem in 
preparation for the Passover. The notion of the 
Passover casts a shadow on our text. Excitement 
and tension were running thick in the air. Peo- 
ple were whispering, "What do you think? Isn't 
Jesus coming to the Passover? They were strain- 
ing their necks, looking around for him. They 
knew that if they saw him, they would have to 
report it to the authorities. 

Then six days before the Passover, Jesus inten- 
tionally travels back to Bethany! John gives us a 
broad hint as to where the Passover lamb will 
come from. God himself would provide a lamb 
for the sacrifice. Such was the forecast of an 
unconscious prophecy given by Caiaphas, the 
high priest. 

It is within this context that Jesus accepts an 
invitation to a dinner to be given in his honor 
about six days before the Passover. He and his 
disciples are invited. What is the significance of 
this meal? 

Mary, Martha, and Lazarus display risk-tak- 
ing, tenacity, and vision in inviting Jesus to din- 
ner. They see and realize that Jesus needs sup- 
port to face the last steps of his journey. The dis- 
ciples are preoccupied with their own anxieties 
and struggles. Jesus' friends in Bethany are also 
living deeply in their devotion to him. 

During the evening of the dinner, Martha is 
busily serving the food while Jesus and his disci- 
ples are reclining around the table, talking to 
each other. Lazarus is also there - a living symbol 
of hope in spite of John's emphasis on the 
Passover and the foreboding hint of Jesus as the 


Passover lamb. 

Unobtrusively, Mary walks quietly to a side 
room and returns with something wrapped in 
the sleeve of her robe. She taps Jesus on the 
shoulder and whispers something to him. He 
turns around to face her. She wants to wash his 
feet. Mary tries to control herself, but she is so 
overwhelmed with grief she cannot hold back 
the tears. They fall unchecked upon Jesus' feet. 
In her haste to bring out her jar, she had forgot- 
ten to bring a towel. She impulsively loosens her 
hair and dries Jesus' feet. Then, from out of 
nowhere it seems, she breaks open a "pint of 
pure nard, an expensive perfume." A flood of 
tears flows down her cheeks as she pours the fra- 
grant perfume liberally all over Jesus' feet. The 
sweet smell penetrates the entire dining room 
and eventually fills the whole house. 

What is happening? Everyone turns around 
to see. Judas quickly says, "Why did you do such 
a thing, Mary? You could have sold this perfume 
for a profit!" He scandalizes her act. 

But Jesus rebukes Judas and says, " Leave her 
alone! It was meant that she should save this per- 
fume for the day of my burial. You will always have 
the poor with you , but you will not always have me" 
(v.7). Judas becomes silent and looks away. 

Mary anointed Jesus' feet with expensive per- 
fume meant to be used for burial purposes. One 
does not anoint the feet of a living person, but 
one might anoint the feet of a corpse, as a ritual 
of preparing the whole body for burial. In this 
act, Mary's tear-filled eyes and heart meet Jesus 
in a new way. Mary knows and understands that 
Jesus will die and be buried. At a deep and pro- 
found level, Jesus is loved and cared for and he is 
energized to press on toward the cross. 

By her act Mary steps into the life of Jesus to 
share in his glory and suffering. She represents 
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our participation in the new thing that God does 
in Christ. We learn how our worship brings us 
into community with the suffering Lord. Thus, 
both Mary and Jesus show us how to live deeply! 

Jesus' journey into death and Mary's act of 
love are examples of living deeply. They open up 
the possibility for us to also live with Easter on 
our horizon. Like the Apostle Paul, we, too, can 


"forget what lies behind .... pressing on in hope to 
know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the 
fellowship his sufferings ... becoming like him in his 
death" ( Phil.3: 10-13). 

Identifying with Jesus and his journey to 
death, burial, and resurrection is one way to live 
deeply and be devoted to him in our path to life. 
Are we willing to live deeply and go the distance? 




LORI MATTIES 


A Lenten Journey 


F or the Sundays during Lent I want to 
share with you some brief visual images 
that have given me a clearer understand- 
ing of who this Jesus is that we choose to 
follow. As I traveled around Israel in 1992, I 
began to see Jesus as a very real person who had 
very real struggles, and who offered a hope that 
both shocked people and brought new freedom 
in a world dark with evil. 

From a room in the Tiberius YMCA, we hear 
all night long the slap-slapping of fishermen 
scaring the fish into their nets. When we get up 
in the morning they are hauling the nets in, tired 
from a long night's work, resting in the bottom 
of the boats among the fish, telling jokes and 
smoking. 

It was people like these, marginalized in their 
own society, whom Jesus chose to be closest to 
him. What made you choose these ones, Jesus? 
What special gift did they have that drew you to 
them? Was it the patience they had learned in 
their long nights in their boats? Was it the 
courage and daring they showed in braving an 
unpredictable sea? Was it their willingness to 
leave all they knew and loved to go with you on 
the journey? What gifts do we bring, Jesus, that 
you have chosen us? 


Jesus lived and ministered among people 
whose situation was not unlike that of modem 
Israel. His words and actions shocked and 
enraged, and comforted and freed, those around 
him. He deliberately chose a path that led to suf- 
fering. 

Lord Jesus, as we walk with you on the way to 
the cross, tell us who we really are. Amid the con- 
fusion of many voices, we need to hear you 
clearly. Like Jacob, who wrestled with you for a 
blessing, we need to be reminded that we are 
called by your name. Like the woman at Jacob's 
well, we are all outsiders, in need of honesty and 
the compassion that will allow us to be truly our- 
selves in your presence. Like Peter who refused to 
be identified, we need to discover that on the 
journey of the cross we are truly loved. 

What are we looking for, Jesus, as we journey 
with you on the way to the cross? Are we passing 
through, not looking, when you bring healing 
and new life? Are we looking for something else 
when, through suffering you bring new hope to 
your people? Where is your kingdom, Lord, if 
not here and now in the community of your 
people, where we meet and remember you in the 
everyday acts of breaking bread and drinking 
wine? 
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Jesus, we want to learn from you in your 
choosing to follow a path so seemingly opposite 
to common human sense. We choose to be loyal 
to you, to follow you on the way to the cross, to 
give up our own power for the love of others. 
Along the way, we pray for healing of the 
wounds that mar our ability to love and be 
loved. We pray for the ministering of the Holy 
Spirit to fit us for the journey, to feed us for the 
task of discipleship. 

Jesus, you were welcomed into the world by 
your people. And in your journey to the cross 
you performed the ultimate act of hospitality in 
laying down your life for your friends. May you 
so enter our lives as we journey with you that we 
too might embody the hospitality of your love. 

So here we are, at the end of Lent, almost at 
the end of our journey with Jesus to the cross. 
We, too, walk with him down the Mount of 


Olives, and we, who know the end of the story 
are not sure whether to shout "hosanna" to our 
king, or weep for what is about to occur. But 
Jesus accepted the hosannas. He was and is our 
king, more so than the crowds then could have 
imagined. And so it is fitting, as we prepare to 
enter a week where we remember our sin, our 
propensity to conflict and even violence, to cele- 
brate the coming of our king into the holy city, 
the city that is a microcosm of our very lives. 

Jesus, as we walk down the mount together, 
praising you and remembering your coming suf- 
fering, we proclaim you King and Savior. We 
offer you hosannas, knowing the cost and 
accepting the paradox of a kingdom inaugurated 
by your suffering, death and resurrection. 

Lord Jesus, friend and master of the journey, 
have mercy on us. 



ELFRIEDA SCHROEDER 


Mary Magdalene 

John 20:1-18 


I shall never forget my early morning walk to 
the tomb nor the long night preceding it, 
the night after Jesus was crucified. I lay 
awake and many thoughts passed through 
my mind — pictures of Jesus who had meant 
more to me in the past three years than any 
other person on earth. 

I can't recall much of my life before I met him, 
only that it was bitter confusion and chaos, aim- 
less wandering in a black world — demon pos- 
sessed they called me. But after Jesus came the dark- 
ness and the aimlessness left. He made my life 
bright and I could live again. I lived for him. Wher- 
ever he went I followed, trying to anticipate his 
needs, ministering to him as much as I was able. 
There was so little I could do for him in compari- 
son to what he had done for me. Every day I 
watched him give of himself to others until that 
last and terrible day when he gave himself com- 
pletely. I watched in Pilate's court as he was 
mocked and beaten and the crown of thorns was 
pressed into his brow. Why were the people so 
blind? If only they had seen him and experienced 
his love and healing touch as I had, they would 
know that he was innocent of all they accused him. 

Over and over again I relived the agony of fol- 
lowing him to the cross only to stand in its 


shadow and weep as they nailed him to it. Dark- 
ness and despair filled my heart as we took him 
from the cross and brought him to the tomb. 
Everything was finished. Would I go back again to 
the darkness that possessed me before I met him? 

The next morning as the dawn slowly bright- 
ened the sky, I too awakened to the fact that 
Jesus had healed me completely and I could 
never go back to what I had been before. With 
some of the other women I decided to go once 
more to his grave. He was still so much a part of 
my life that I needed to do something for him. I 
took some sweet smelling spices and went out. 
As I met the other women we talked about Jesus 
and what he had meant to us. What would we 
live for now that he was gone? 

When we got close to the tomb I suddenly 
realized that our morning walk was probably in 
vain. We had forgotten about the huge stone 
that had been rolled in front of the opening. 
Who would move it for us? To our surprise when 
we got there, the stone had been rolled away. No 
doubt someone had stolen his body. Was it not 
enough that they killed him? Did they have to 
take him even after he was dead? I ran to tell 
Peter and the other disciples. When they looked 
into the tomb they too saw that it was empty. 
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I stood by the tomb and wept, overcome by 
despair. The last service I wanted to do for him 
was denied. Suddenly I heard someone asking 
me why I was crying. I saw two men dressed in 
white. I told them someone had taken Jesus 
away and I didn't know where to find him. As I 
turned around, another man stood beside me. 
He also asked me why I was crying and for whom 
I was looking. Through my tears, I thought it was 
the gardener. I begged him to tell me where they 
had put Jesus. He looked at me and called me by 
my name. In a flash I knew it was Jesus. I wanted 
to reach out and touch him just to make sure he 
was real. But he asked me not to because he had 


not yet gone to the father. He told me that he 
would soon be going to his father and my father, 
and to his God who was also my God. I didn't 
really understand what he meant, but it was 
Jesus speaking and he was telling me that we 
would be together again. I believed him as I 
always had. I ran to the disciples and told them 
everything. They didn't believe me, but I knew it 
was true. Jesus was with me again! 

I saw the morning star still flashing in the sky. 
Jesus is my bright and morning star who will 
never leave me or forsake me! He has risen from 
the dead and is with our father and our God. My 
heart sings for joy! 


BARBARA NICKEL 

I'm Nobody ; Who Are You? 


I t is a paradox, where I put to death the 
notion that I have to be Somebody in this 
world. I am not concerned with the results of 
my actions in this world, because through 
God's grace, through Jesus' death and resurrec- 
tion, I am Somebody in the kingdom. 

Through God's grace, we can rewrite the end- 
ing of our stories. We may come from a long line 
of people who needed the results of actions in 
order to feel worthy. But perhaps as we learn 


more about God's kingdom, we can let go of the 
need to produce a resume when we're introduced 
to someone, can let go of the feeling that we 
have no right to be here unless we achieve, can 
let go of the pride and the self-abasement. Then, 
as a Nobody in this world and a Somebody in 
God's kingdom, we can turn to the person next 
to us, ask, "Who are You?" and truly listen to 
their answer. 



CARLEY FRIESEN-BLANK 


The Sign of Belonging 

Isaiah 43:1-3 • Romans 6:3-4; 8:38-39 


I t was another hot, dry, windy day in Kansas. 
Yet another farmer's family was having a 
sale. Tools, furniture, farm implements, even 
house and land were on the auction block. 
Whatever could fit into the car was packed in, 
along with the children and the ever-present 
dust. Mother had been baking for a week, mak- 
ing enough zwiebach to fill a trunk. It was the 
only thing they knew they would have to eat 
during the long trip across the country and for 
who knew how long thereafter. Zwiebach would 
keep them alive. And so, they set out to find a 
new home, with their faith in God and a trunk 
full of zwiebach. 

This was how my father came to California as 
a child. It is also the story of my great grandfa- 
ther's trip from Russia by ship: empty pockets, 
full hearts and a trunk full of zwiebach. They 
were simple people who only wanted a place to 
work hard and to worship God in freedom. 
Zwiebach was the "staff of life" for them. 

Many of my generation no longer bake 
zwiebach. It takes too much time and we don't 
need to do it. So now zwiebach have begun to be 
a specialty item, made for special family gather- 
ings. They are no longer the "staff of life." And 
the zwiebach have begun to show up displayed 


under a dome on a curio shelf, or as a paper- 
weight on a cluttered desk. Why? Because the 
zwiebach is still a symbol of the "staff of life." 
They tell stories of the faith of our parents and 
our parents' parents. It is a reminder of what lit- 
tle we really need to get along — faith and a 
trunk full of zwiebach. 

Zwiebach are, for me, a little like sacraments. 
They remind me of all the good things my par- 
ents received from God and when I eat one, I also 
enjoy what God has done for me. 

The classic definition of a sacrament is: "An 
outward and visible sign of an inward and spiri- 
tual grace." Sacraments are acts of worship, 
which provide special ways for the body of 
believers to celebrate God's loving presence in 
our lives. 

They speak to our five senses more than to our 
minds for our senses are a much more powerful 
memory system than are our brains. Let me show 
you what I mean. Zwiebach touches four of the 
five senses — seeing, touching, tasting, smelling 
(I could not figure out how you might be able to 
"hear" zwiebach!) By activating the senses, 
zwiebach accomplish at least four things: 

1 . They tell a story. Zwiebach reminds me of 
the story of my parents' hard, simple life of faith. 
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2. They inspire me. I am motivated by my 
parents' story of self-sacrifice and commitment. I 
want to live up to their ideals, what they would 
want for me. I want to be able to say, "It runs in 
the family!" 

3. Zwiebach make me one with those who 
have gone before me. We eat the same food, 
share the same memories, and so we are one fam- 
ily. We are joined to each other by an invisible 
bond which connects our very souls. 

4. Zwiebach does something more than 
remind, inspire and create community because I 
can eat it. It physically enters my body and gets 
converted into energy which I can use for 
strength to carry out the ideals we share. It not 
only reminds, but through it I receive the 
strength it promises. 

That is a lot to get from a simple piece of 
bread, but at least this much is given by each of 
the sacraments which we celebrate in the 
church. The sacraments of baptism and commu- 
nion are the sacramental acts shared by almost 
all Christian fellowships, though they may be 
understood a little differently in each. Jesus 
instructed us to do these two acts. I think he 
wanted to make sure there are at least a few 
moments when we would sit still and let God 
give us the gifts of God. 

Now, let us look specifically at baptism. What 
story does it tell? What does it inspire us to do? 
With whom does it unite us? What grace of God 
is given? 

We live in an age of crisis in belonging. The 
statistics are staggering — single-parent homes, 
divorce rates, homeless people living on the 
streets, transients moving from job to job. Or 
perhaps closer to home: How many of us grew up 
near our grandparents? How many of us have 
made a hobby of packing and unpacking moving 


boxes? How many schools did we attend? Unlike 
the lessons of many of our life experiences, we 
want stability. We all want to belong somewhere, 
to someone. We want to be loved and to know it 
will last. Isaiah 43:l-3a says: 

But now, this is what the Lord says — he 
who created you , O Jacob , he who formed 
you , O Israel: 'Fear not, for I have redeemed 
you; I have summoned you by name; you are 
mine. When you pass through the waters, I 
will be with you; and when you pass through 
the rivers, they will not sweep over you. 
When you walk through the fire, you will 
not be burned; the flames will not set you 
ablaze. For I am the Lord, your God, the 
Holy One of Israel, your Savior. 

Perhaps an even better description is found in 
God's words to Jesus at his baptism, "You are my 
beloved child." 

What story does baptism tell? It tells the story 
of our conversion. Baptism is the acted story of 
change — change from one person into another, 
of dying to one life and being raised to a new life. 
In Romans 6:3-4, Paul says, "Don't you know that 
all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were 
baptized into his death? We were therefore buried 
with him through baptism into death in order that, 
just as Christ was raised from the dead... we too may 
live a new life. " The old self is dead, a new child 
of God now lives in its body. 

Water is a particularly appropriate symbol of 
conversion and rebirth. It reminds us first of the 
waters of creation: "In the beginning God created the 
heavens and the earth. Now the earth was formless 
and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, 
and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters" 
(Gen. 1:1-2). Water was that element from which 
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God, by the creative Spirit, brought to being all 
that is. It was the original element of life. 

As women, we know very well that life is cre- 
ated in water. It is by breaking through the water 
that babies are born. What better symbol could 
there be for our new creation, our new birth! 

Water reminded the people of Israel of their 
exodus. As they, by an act of God, passed through 
the water of the Red Sea, they were taken into the 
desert to be formed into God's people. The pas- 
sageway through the walls of water was Israel's 
entrance into a new life as God's special people. 

Water is the element of cleansing. "Wash your 
hands!" "Did you wash behind your ears?" Daily 
washing is very much a part of our lives. Jesus 
sought to fill that washing with special meaning 
when he told his disciples to go into the world to 
make disciples and baptize them. Symbolically, as 
the water washes over the ones there is a sense of 
newness, freshness and cleanness. 

Baptism in water tells the story of change, of 
hew birth, of cleansing, forgiving; of the entrance 
into the wilderness journey of becoming a child 
of God — a child God can be proud of. 

What does baptism inspire us to do? Since it 
is a sign of our adoption as children of God, it 
inspires us to be like our divine parent. Like the 
zwiebach inspires me with the dreams, faith and 
strength of my ancestors, so baptism inspires 
Christians to do the works of God — to live up to 
God's best hopes for us. Each time we celebrate a 
baptism, we are reminded again of whose we are. 
We can make our baptismal commitments afresh 
and receive motivation to do better as God's chil- 
dren in the days to come. 

To whom does baptism link us? Baptism is a 
community event. It is a sign of belonging. First, 
it is a sign that we belong to God. And second, 
it is a sign that we are part of the family of God. 


Baptism is a sign of our entry into the church. 
But I do not mean that it is only a rite of initia- 
tion into one particular denomination. Baptism 
is the sign of being joined to Christ — and Christ 
is one. Our baptism gives us all something in 
common. Paul is very clear about this in Eph- 
esians 4: our baptism by water and by the Spirit 
makes us one. Christ is not divided by personal- 
ities, denominations, or even doctrines. We who 
trust in Christ for salvation are all one, whether 
we agree with each other or not. 

Baptism is a symbol of the gift of forgiveness 
and acceptance which we receive from God. What 
a wonderful relief! This is why a person is baptized 
only once. Mistakes cannot undo our adoption. 
On the basis of Jesus' work and none of our own 
we are accepted into the household of God with 
all the accompanying rights and privileges. 

I am a fan of murder mysteries. Anyone who 
has read but a few of these knows the plot where 
some young person marries an elderly, wealthy 
person who suddenly and suspiciously dies. Mar- 
riage to a young and beautiful person might pos- 
sibly be forgiven but to include the person in 
one's will is inviting disaster. But this is exactly 
what God does. He adopts us and writes us into 
his will — right up there alongside Jesus! And, 
yes, God does know exactly what we are like. 
God can see through us. And, yes, God has suf- 
fered, been called the fool, and died for this 
"rash" action. But it is done. It is finished, as 
Jesus said on the cross. We are included and now 
no one can separate us from the love of God: 
"Neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, 
neither the present nor the future, nor any powers , 
neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all cre- 
ation, will be able to separate us from the love of God 
that is in Christ Jesus our Lord" (Rom. 8: 38-39). 
Thanks be to God! 




DOROTHY MARTENS 


Treasures in Clay Pots 


II Corinthians 4:1-15 NRSV 


A ll of us have treasures. Those treasures 
can be any number of things: a favorite 
book, a diamond ring, our baby's first 
shoes, a family portrait. Anything we 
consider valuable we call our treasures. Memen- 
tos from a trip to the Far East or the license plate 
from our first car are tucked away, hidden some 
place where no one can destroy them. 

After my mother died, my sister and I came 
across her treasures. There was a diary she had 
kept when she was a young married woman; a 
letter from her oldest sister written from India in 
1939; a Mother's Day card I had made for her 
when I was in grade 2. These were things that 
had special meaning for her. Yes, all of us have 
treasures. 

God has given us a gift, a treasure that is of 
immeasurable value. In II Corinthians 4:6, Paul 
calls this treasure "the light of the knowledge of 
the glory of God." Where do we see the glory of 
God? We can see the glory of God in the beauty 
of the mountains, in the power of the pounding 
ocean waves, in the trusting face of a child. But 
the best place to see the glory of God, according 
to Paul, is in the face of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Paul mentions another treasure in verse 4, 
"the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ." What 


is this light and this gospel? The light is the life, 
the death and the resurrection of Jesus. The life 
of Jesus shows the light of God's love for us. We 
see that God chose to give up his power and sta- 
tus to become weak and vulnerable. He became a 
baby. What could be more vulnerable than that? 
He chose to live a life of compassion and love. 
With that life came persecution and poverty. He 
became an itinerant preacher in a land of a con- 
quered people. That light of the glory of Christ is 
God with us. 

It is fine to say God is our treasure. But if we 
are honest with ourselves, we admit we don't feel 
like we possess a treasure. Treasures are to be kept 
in secure places like safes, or in ornamental boxes 
like a pirate's hoard. Some people keep a treasure 
in a teapot or a sugar bowl. Do you have a safe or 
a safety deposit box for your treasure? In what 
kind of box have you placed God? Or do you 
keep him in a teapot up on the third shelf, safe 
for a rainy day? 

Paul tells us "we have this treasure in clay 
jars," in pieces of pottery. Not in a safe, not in a 
box, but in a pot. 

When the potter makes pots, there are beau- 
tifully ornate, brilliantly colored pots that are 
made to show and to sell for a big profit. There 
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are other pots made for using around the house. 
These are everyday pots. They are not painted or 
glazed, but rather they are frail, easily chipped, 
breakable. Not only are these pots cracked and 
chipped; sometimes they don't do what you 
want them to do. They are not big enough or tall 
enough or strong enough. But more important 
than size is the fact that they are usable. It's what 
pots are made for — being used. 

God is the creator, the creator of vessels. We 
are the vessels. "Cracked pots" you could call us, 
fragile, fallible and functional. Sounds unpleas- 
ant, unattractive, but let's face it, that's us. There 
are so many times we are sensitive to things peo- 
ple say about us. Our feelings are hurt, cracks 
show. We become angry and resentful, chips 
appear. Or we are hurt because we didn't get the 
recognition we thought we deserved. We lose 
friends over misunderstandings. We feel broken. 
Yes, our spirits are frail and fragile. 

As I thought of Paul's description of God's 
people as "clay jars" I thought about different 
Bible characters, such as the Samaritan woman 
and Peter, who demonstrated these characteris- 
tics. 

Look at the Samaritan woman; now there was 
a pot with a definite crack. She came to get water 
in the heat of the day rather than at the cooler 
hours when other women visited the well. She 
had tried that and had not been welcomed. She 
had been married five times and was now living 
with someone who was not her husband. What 
could be more shameful? The nerve of that 
woman! And she talked to this unknown man at 
the well. 

When I look at this woman through a coun- 
selor's eyes, I see someone who was resistant to 
what Jesus was trying to do and say to her. She 
didn't really trust this man. She was not going to 


let him get too close. So she didn't stick to one 
subject but went scurrying off in different direc- 
tions. She had been hurt too many times to be 
trusting. 

"Are you greater than Jacob?" she asks. 

"Give me this water so I don't have to come 
back to the well and be shunned." 

"What style of worship do you think is best, 
Jesus? Should it be choruses or hymns? Do we lift 
our hands or do we stand with our eyes closed 
and try to look pious?" 

"Let me state my position. I know when the 
Messiah is coming. We've even figured out the 
date!" 

Yes, here was a pot that was broken. Like the 
Samaritan woman, we too can be hurting and 
frail, not wanting to examine our defenses but 
carrying with us a family history of problems. 
Our souls cry for a relationship with God but still 
become anxious in case God gets too close. Our 
minds struggle with the knowledge that to be 
flexible means having to change and that means 
things cannot stay the same. Yes, we are easily 
broken. 

We are frail. 

We are fragile. 

Oh, and what about Peter? Now there was a 
brave man, big and burly, ready to take on the 
world with his mouth. "Jesus," he says, "Don't 
talk about dying. I'll be with you. I'll save you. 
And if that doesn't happen, I'll go with you. You 
won't be alone, Jesus. I'm here. Don't worry, be 
happy." 

Then Jesus was arrested and Peter followed at 
a distance. "Don't worry Jesus, I'm right there 
with you at your side." 

Peter huddled at a fire trying to get warm. 
"No, no woman! I've never heard of him before." 
"No, no! I've never been a part of that group." 
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"No, no! I don't know what you are talking 
about. I've never even heard of him." 

Like Peter, we fail at the things we do. As Paul 
states, we do the things we should not and we do 
not do the things we should. And we don't suc- 
ceed at everything. In fact, sometimes we feel 
like we don't succeed at much. We wonder at 
God's wisdom in using us. Like Moses, we are 
only too ready to list our shortcomings. Failure 
looms high on the list of our characteristics. 

But clay pots are made to be useful, and so are 
we. In order to be functional, we must be tillable. 
You see, the story doesn't end here. 

Let us look again at these two people, the 
Samaritan woman and Peter. They met Jesus and 
the light of his glory filled them. The Samaritan 
woman went back to the city. "Come see this 

man, " she said to the others, "a man who has 
told me everything I have ever done! He must be 
the Messiah." And many people came to believe 
in him as the Savior, the light of the world. 
What about Peter? "Peter, do you love me?" 

"Yes, I love you!" 

"Peter, do you love me?" 

"Lord, you know that I love you!" 

"Peter, do you love me?" 

"Oh, Lord, you know everything! You know 
that I love you!" 

"Follow me Peter. Let me fill you, change you. 
Let me do great and wonderful things through 
you." 

Filled with God himself, we too can become 
like the Samaritan woman or like Peter. Filled 
with God we become evangelists and fishers of 
people, shepherds and leaders in our communi- 
ties. We are the vessels, fragile, fallible, and fill- 

able. We are the vessels; God is the treasure. 

Yes, we are the vessels and God is the treasure. 

Our inabilities are mixed with God's power to 


show that "this extraordinary power belongs to God 
and does not come from us" (v.7b). God's strength 
is made perfect in our weakness. The people I see 
and the stories they tell make me conscious of 
the expertise I don't have. They cry to me and I 
cry to God. "I'm not Freud. I don't know what to 
do." 

"God, I don't have the ability to help." 

God says, "Dorothy, sit down and be quiet." 
"Thank you so much," she says, "for your 
help." It wasn't just me, it was God working 
through me. 

What is the treasure? The treasure is the won- 
der of God's grace, the incredible reality of God's 
love for us in the face of Jesus Christ. When I 
focus on myself, on this particular clay jar, I lose 
sight of this wonderful truth, this light of what 
God has done for me. When I look at others I see 
the love of God on the faces of many people. 
With Christ, a murderer is set free from the 
chains of Satan to be a loving husband and 
father, a pillar in the community. A pastor filled 
with his own self-importance and a desire for 
more money is now filled with the love of God, 
filled to be a humble servant to his congregation. 
A woman overcome with depression and pain is 
taken in by a congregation that loved and prayed 
her back to health. Single moms are encouraged 
with listening ears, child care and food. I see the 
love of God on the faces of some very ordinary 
people in this congregation. 

A few years ago, when I lived in northern 
Saskatchewan, I was driving home for Christmas. 
It was cold. Not the everyday winter cold — but 
a bone chilling, wind whipping through the 
fibers of a heavy down-filled parka kind of cold. 
I stood looking at the flat tire on my car — I was 
a hundred miles from nowhere and there was no 
traffic on the road. 
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"O God." I prayed. "I'll freeze before I'll get 
this tire changed." But I figured I'd better get 
started. I was going to get a lot colder before I was 
through. Then a semi stopped and a man got out 
and walked towards me. 

"Lady, go sit in my truck," he said. "Go sit in 
my truck and stay warm. I'll change this tire." I 
saw the face of Jesus in the kindness of that truck 
driver. 

God takes these fragile, fallible pots called 
people and fills them with a valuable treasure. He 
doesn't use just the rich and the powerful. No, he 
takes the poor and the down trodden, the ordi- 
nary. He makes them rich beyond all dreams and 
gives them the power to do more than they ever 
considered would be theirs to do. In doing so 
God tells us that we are loved. God is the power 


that surprises us with the joy of what we can do 
through him. We can say to others, "Look at 
what God has done through me. He can do it 
through you." Yes, because of your example, peo- 
ple can experience the love, the grace and the 
power of God. The future is filled with limitless 
possibilities. Fragile and fallible, but immensely 
fillable, filled with the light of Jesus Christ and 
with the power of God you can carry to others a 
treasure that the world badly needs. 

Go ahead, show others this treasure. Show 
others that when everything goes wrong all 
about you, there is something very definitely 
right within you! 

Be vulnerable, show others you are a clay 
pot, cracked and chipped. Show others the 
power of God's glory in the face of Jesus Christ. 


SELMA ENNS 

The Samaritan Woman 

John 4 


F orgotten is the water jar as she remembers 
her fellow villagers. She becomes the 
bearer of glad tidings. One beggar telling 
another beggar where there is food. 

Can we appreciate the unselfish concern and 
care she displays by hurrying to tell those in her 
town? Forgotten are the many hurtful words and 
the self-righteous behavior of her neighbors. Her 


acceptance by this man at the well, indeed the 
Messiah, enables her to reach out to those who 
have hurt her. She is freed of the bondage of her 
own lifestyle, freed to become a rightful member 
of her community, and freed for healthy rela- 
tionships. This woman's preaching was success- 
ful - many believed! 



VALERIE REMPEL 


In Spite of the Lions 

Daniel 6 


O ur text today is taken from the book of 
Daniel. Those of you who are Old Tes- 
tament scholars will recall that Daniel 
is usually classified as apocalyptic liter- 
ature. The book contains six chapters of hero sto- 
ries and six chapters of apocalyptic visions. Our 
focus today is on the last story which is found in 
chapter 6. You probably know it as the story of 
"Daniel and the Lion's Den." 

If you were to work out the chronology of the 
Daniel stories you would find that Daniel is, at 
the time of this story, a man of some 70 years of 
age. He has lived nearly all his life in exile, hav- 
ing been taken into captivity as a young man 
when King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon captured 
Jerusalem. Over the years he has gained a repu- 
tation as a wise man and has risen in political 
favor until he is now one of three administrators 
who manages the kingdom. In fact, in chapter 6 
we find that Daniel is so well-thought of that the 
present king, Darius, plans to promote Daniel 
and put him in charge of the whole kingdom. 

Human nature really hasn't changed much 
over the centuries. It isn't long until Daniel's fel- 
low administrators and the various government 
officials under him are plotting his downfall. 
Unable to find any evidence of corruption or 


negligence, they finally conclude that the only 
way to bring Daniel down is if they can find 
something connected with the law of his God. 
With this in mind, they go to the king and ask 
him to issue an irrevocable edict making it illegal 
to pray to any god or man other than the king 
for 30 days. King Darius, clearly not adverse to 
flattery, falls neatly into their trap and proceeds 
to do just that. 

We have the characters, we have the plot — 
what does any of this have to do with thanks- 
giving? Let's pick up the narrative at verse 10: 

Now when Daniel learned that the decree 
had been published , he went home to his 
upstairs room where the windows opened 
toward Jerusalem. Three times a day he got 
down on his knees and prayed , giving thanks 
to his God , just as he had done before. 

Now if I were writing this story, this isn't 
where I would put the "giving thanks" part. I 
would put it at the end of the story after Daniel's 
miraculous escape from what looked to be cer- 
tain death. I would understand giving thanks to 
God at the point of rescue. In fact, I've frequently 
thanked God for rescue. But that's not where the 
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author of this story puts it. In fact, after Daniel is 
hauled out of the lion's pit the focus of the story 
shifts to King Darius and his response to Daniel's 
miracle. We learn almost nothing more about 
Daniel. So, we are left with thanksgiving at a 
point of crisis. 

I have to confess that my first response to cri- 
sis is not usually one of thanksgiving. Quite 
frankly, I'm much more inclined to whine. 

"God, why does this always happen to me?" 

"God, this isn't fair!" 

"God, make it go away!" 

Somehow my prayers of thanksgiving are usually 
tied to the immediate and to my own personal 
experience. 

"Thanks, God, my cold is better." 

"Thanks, God, for getting me through that 

exam." 

"Thanks, God ...," well, we all have our lists. 

I find it fairly easy to give thanks for the good 
things I can see and touch. But crisis? That's not 
so easy. However, in this text I'm confronted 
with Daniel, down on his knees in front of an 
open window praying and giving thanks — in 
spite of the lions. How can he give thanks to God 
at a time like this? 

Daniel doesn't even seem very upset. His 
unexpected calm reminds me of a man I once 
worked for who had a habit of responding to the 
daily crises of the business in a sort of deadpan 
voice. "Well, isn't that interesting!" and then 
he'd chuckle, "heh, heh, heh." Somehow we 
always expected him to explode, to emote — to 
be as worried about the situation as we were, yet 
he almost invariably remained calm. I have this 
mental image of Daniel, reading the decree 
against prayer and saying, "Well, isn't this inter- 
esting!" 

Perhaps Daniel simply gave thanks out of 


habit. Clearly Daniel had developed a regular 
practice of giving thanks. Our text makes that 
point quite clearly: "Three times a day he got down 
on his knees and prayed , giving thanks to his God , 
just as he had done before " (v.10). He really wasn't 
doing anything that he hadn't done the day 
before the edict was issued, or even the day 
before that. Maybe giving thanks is so ingrained 
in Daniel that he doesn't even need to think 
about it, it's simply habit. 

But that still begs the question, because even 
if Daniel has been giving thanks regularly, we 
have to ask how he has been able to do that in 
exile. When do you give up looking towards 
Jerusalem? How do you stay faithful and thank- 
ful to God when your dearest hope, the restora- 
tion of your people to your land, seems to go 
unfulfilled? When do you simply give up? 

Daniel was in exile most of his life and it 
seems to me that there is more than one kind of 
danger in exile. There is the obvious, being for- 
eign in a strange land and culture, at the mercy 
of those who are in power. But I'd like to suggest 
that being in exile also brings unexpected temp- 
tations; the most significant of which is to iden- 
tify so closely with the alien community that 
you forget where you come from and who you 
belong to. It certainly happened with the 
Israelites: time after time they found themselves 
adapting to the pagan cultures around them, 
intermarrying and adopting other gods. 

There are also the unexpected temptations 
that arise out of success in the alien environ- 
ment. Again, look at Daniel. He was enormously 
successful in exile; his reputation and skill were 
such that in this story he is about to receive the 
promotion of a lifetime. Surely over the long 
years of his political career he must have occa- 
sionally been tempted to become just a little 
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"less Jewish." And now in the face of this decree, 
a decree whose sole purpose is his own entrap- 
ment, surely he must have been tempted to pray 
in secret instead of by an open window. After all, 
it was only for 30 days. 

There is always pressure to conform to the 
standards of the community you live in. And 
whether Daniel was ever tempted to be "less Jew- 
ish" or not, surely we have been tempted to be 
"less Christian." The fact is that being the people 
of God in a pagan world isn't easy. Being alien 
isn't comfortable; and let's face it — most of us 
like to be comfortable. 

Of course, most of us haven't been in exile. 
But all of us have had the experience of leaving 
home. And being away from home, even when it 
is by choice, brings challenges to our faith. 

When I first went to college my parents sat 
me down in the living room one evening and 
proceeded to give me this little lecture about 
how 1 was about to leave home and would be on 
my own. There wouldn't be anyone there to 
make sure I got up and went to class or to 
church, or to monitor my behavior. I could kick 
over the traces and go wild. I thought they had 
lost their minds. I was 17 and leaving home to go 
to a Christian college all of 45 miles away. I had 
a reputation for being a "good girl" that I'm not 
sure I could have shaken even if I had tried! 1 had 
neither the intention or the nerve to throw over 
everything I had been taught, and was, as only a 
teenager can be, a bit offended that they thought 
I might. 

Ironically enough, many years later when I 
was getting ready to begin my graduate studies at 
Vanderbilt, a friend took me out to lunch and 
basically gave me the same speech. I was going to 
be away from home, away from Mennonites and 
the community of people who would know 


whether I was in church or not. I would have 
enormous freedom to explore, I would be sur- 
rounded by people whose politics, lifestyle, and 
theology might be quite different than mine. My 
faith might be shaken. 

You know what? I understand those concerns 
better the second time around. I'm far beyond 
17 and I know some things about myself and 
about living away from home. I know that being 
in a new environment changes the way you look 
at things. Old certainties aren't quite so certain; 
there are new questions, new ways of looking at 
things. 

But you know what? If Daniel was ever 
tempted to be "less Jewish" it isn't reflected in 
this story. Daniel doesn't forget whom he 
belongs to; which God he serves. Daniel has 
been and continues to be faithful to God, in spite 
of the lions! Daniel doesn't hide in a closet, he 
continues to pray and give thanks in front of an 
open window facing towards Jerusalem. 

So, we're back to thanksgiving; in exile, in cri- 
sis, as a daily habit. What did Daniel have to be 
thankful about? 

I believe that Daniel was able daily to get 
down on his knees in prayer and thanksgiving 
because he was certain of God's faithfulness in all 
circumstances. Daniel believed that all of God's 
promises to Israel would ultimately be fulfilled. 
He had infinite confidence in God's power, in 
God's ability to save. Reread the first six chapters 
of Daniel. He had repeatedly seen it demon- 
strated in his own life and in the lives of his 
friends - remember Shadrach, Meschach and 
Abednego? 

When Daniel looked out that open window 
he wasn't simply looking back towards Jerusalem 
in memory of what had been, but toward what 
he was confident would be. Daniel was looking 
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for the fulfillment of God's redemptive work. 
You see, earthly kingdoms are temporary; even 
seemingly irrevocable laws made by human 
hands are as nothing in the face of Gods' ulti- 
mate reign. 

Daniel's habit of thanksgiving wasn't based 
on the immediate, but the eternal. The problem 
with basing our thanksgiving on the immediate 
is that we become tempted to view the material 
things of this life as the primary evidence of 
God's presence and faithfulness. We become ill- 
prepared for crisis, and we lose sight of the fact 
that the battle has ultimately been won. God is 
already victor. 

Recently on "Mennolink" someone shared 
his experience with cancer. It was an unexpected 
diagnosis and this person was faced with fairly 
radical and disfiguring surgery. But what the sur- 
geons found didn't match the pictures and tests 
they had taken. His life appears to be spared, and 
his body is more or less intact. In reflecting on 
the experience this person wrote, " I wouldn't 
wish this on anyone, but at the same time, it is 
when your faith gets cornered that you find out 
how real it is." 

I think thanksgiving is a lot like that. The 
measure of our thankfulness is in how well it is 
incorporated into all aspects of our lives. I find it 
easy to be thankful when I'm surrounded by 
family and friends, when the table groans with 
more food than I need, or when I'm feeling really 
blessed. It's a lot harder for me to be thankful 
when I'm eating macaroni and cheese by myself 


in front of the television. It's easy to be thankful 
when our boss thinks we're wonderful, our pro- 
fessor gives us a good grade, our kids behave, 
there is a check in the mail, or your best friend 
calls and runs up her long distance phone bill 
instead of yours. It's not so easy to be thankful 
when we're slugging it out day by day. When we 
feel unloved or unnoticed, when we feel far away 
from home, when we face illness, broken rela- 
tionships, financial setbacks, when God seems 
distant and unresponsive — giving thanks then 
becomes somewhat more difficult. 

Not all of us escape the lions. But we are all 
called to faithfulness in spite of them. We can all 
give thanks that God's victory is assured. As the 
people of God we live with hope, confident of 
the redemptive power of God. Like King Darius 
at the end of this story, we can acknowledge that 
God "is the living God and he endures forever; his 
kingdom will not be destroyed, his dominion will 
never end" (6:26b). Daniel's faithfulness to God is 
such that he is listed among the faithful in 
Hebrews 1 1, the ones who, according to verse 13, 
were still living by faith when they died. They 
did not receive the things promised; they only 
saw them and welcomed them from a distance. 
And they admitted that they were aliens and 
strangers on earth. 

This is a glorious hope for the people of God. 
As we celebrate during this thanksgiving season, 
let us join Daniel in giving thanks to God, for his 
power, his faithfulness and the ultimate victory 
that is assured. 



All are witnesses 
to the Spirit's reconciling power 
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FUNK WIEBE 


Love Walks Through Doors 

Acts 10 • Ephesians 3:14-22 


A modern parable 

A certain man was traveling with his wife 
and family in the northern states when 
their heavily loaded station wagon broke 
down. The sun was going down. They 
were a distance from any town. What to do? 

As the family waited in the growing dusk, 
they saw a car barreling down the road. The man 
flagged the driver and asked for a ride to the 
nearest town. He was willing to pay him. The 
driver hesitated. He wasn't going that direction. 
It was late and he had many things to do as yet 
that night. Sorry, but he couldn't help them. 

As the two men said good-bye, the man with 
the disabled station wagon happened to men- 
tion that his name was Wiebe. At that the other 
man perked up. He held out his hand and smiled 
broadly. "Why didn't you tell me you were a 
Mennonite? I would have helped you at once." 
He piled the stranded family into his vehicle and 
drove them to a place where they could get help. 

An ancient story (Acts 10) 

A Jewish Christian was praying on the 
rooftop. He saw a vision in which a sheet filled 
with unclean animals was lowered before him. A 
voice invited him to eat. 


"Surely not, Lord," he replied. "I have never 
eaten anything impure or unclean." This was not a 
boast, but a statement — a description of his actions. 

The vision with its strange instructions was 
repeated three times before Peter was interrupted 
by the message that three men were looking for 
him. "Get up and go with them," said the Spirit. 
Peter followed the men to Caesarea, to the house 
of a Gentile named Cornelius. 

Pause with me for a moment at the door to 
this Gentile home. Outside this door stands the 
apostle Peter and the messengers. Inside wait 
Cornelius and his friends and relatives. Peter is a 
Jew. Cornelius is a Gentile, a God-seeking Gentile. 

Peter had been brought up according to Jew- 
ish law. He had been taught since infancy to 
despise the Gentiles. It is difficult to cleanse such 
deeply rooted prejudice. Peter lived in a divided 
world. His religious world was divided into two 
camps with a nearly impassable barrier between. 
The Jews stood on one side of the barrier and the 
Gentiles on the other. And there was little cross- 
ing over. Now God was saying to Peter, "I want 
you to go through this door. I want you to cross 
the barrier." 

"Surely not," Peter had said earlier on the 
rooftop. "I don't help stranded travelers who 
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aren't Jews. I don't visit Gentiles." He wanted to 
stay in his divided world, which he saw as a God- 
ordained, comfortable world. 

Divided Worlds 

Before we go through the door with Peter, ask 
yourself how you divide your world. As children 
our world was divided into mostly good and bad. 
Certain evil places were out of bounds for us. 
The pool hall was one. We rushed past it, some- 
times daring to catch a glimpse of its dark, smoky 
interior where we heard balls clicking ominously 
and men laughing. If someone had suddenly 
required me to enter that door, I would have died 
of terror on the spot. 

The Indian reservation was also on the other 
side of the door. It was a place to drive through, 
not a place to relate to. 

I also recall how our religious world was 
divided into General Conference Mennonites 
and Mennonite Brethren. The GCs were great 
people to visit with. After all, they were our close 
relatives. But we never darkened one another's 
church doors. 

When my husband and I moved to Kitchener 
in 1959, I was confronted for the first time with 
some strange people called the (Old) Mennon- 
ites. Many of the women wore head coverings 
and cape dresses. The men wore plain suits. 
How should I fit them into my religious world? 
Were they Christians? 

One day I interviewed a woman from this 
group for an article. At the end of our conversa- 
tion, she turned to me warmly and said, "Katie, I 
am glad to know there are Christians among the 
Mennonite Brethren also." I was pushed through 
a door that day. 

The way we divide our world depends on cir- 
cumstances or environment, family background 


and our experiences; yet not all divisions are 
God-ordained. 

The hungry divide their world into the hun- 
gry and well fed. 

The politically oppressed into powerless and 
powerful. 

A racist into whites and non-whites. 

But, let's bring it closer to home. 

When I am sick, I divide my world into the 
sick and the well, and I long to be part of the well 
world. 

When I am lonely, I divide my world into sin- 
gles and married, and wish I were married. 

When the end of the month comes and my 
bank account is nearly empty and I still need to 
pay the mortgage, I divide it into the haves and 
the have-nots. 

When I feel left out of the church world, I 
tend to divide it into men and women, ordained 
and lay members, maybe even young and old. 

There are many ways we divide our world. 

What were Peter's thoughts as he stood before 
the door of division between Jews and Gentiles 
that had been in place for centuries? Think of 
the worst taboo in your world, the type of person 
you would never allow to enter your home and 
whose home you would never enter. Think of 
the person you are very sure you could never 
have as a friend. 

Peter had been taught to avoid the Gentiles, 
for they were defiled and defiling. They were 
polluted and polluting. 

I recall vividly sitting on a bus in Chicago in 
the mid-1960s beside a large African-American 
man — my first close encounter with people of 
this race. I looked at his dark skin and tried to 
figure out my feelings. I recall also the student 
who told me she had learned as a child from her 
friends that if you touched a black person, you 
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broke out in a rash. But I also remember the 
African-American Tabor College student from 
Louisiana who told me that the first month he 
was in Kansas, he lived with fear. He was sure 
that at any moment some white student would 
burst out from behind a door with a knife to keep 
him from intruding on white territory. 

Until Jesus came, the Jews divided their world 
into 'Them" and "us." The Jews shunned the Gen- 
tiles so as not to be led into their idolatry. They 
trained them to keep their distance, especially in 
the temple. A low parapet or fence separated the 
court of the Gentiles from the court of the Jews. 
Inscriptions warned Gentiles not to venture into 
the court of the Jews on pain of death. To enter a 
Gentile home meant one became unclean. 

Peter had the courage to open the door and 
enter that Gentile home. He could do so because 
he knew that in Christ there was no longer Jew 
or Gentile. Through the cross Christ broke down 
the walls separating Jew and Gentile. His love 
opened the door for both Peter and Cornelius. 

Peter entered without fear because the Spirit 
had opened his eyes. The glorious theme of the 
book of Acts is that Jews and Gentiles are made 
one in the sacrificial love of Christ. In Ephesians 
3, Paul prays that the church of Jesus Christ may 
be "rooted and established in love, and may have 
power to grasp how wide and long and high and 
deep is the love of Christ and to know this love 
that surpasses knowledge" (w.17,18). 

Paul's prayer is a picture of the church with- 
out walls when it is filled with the love of God. 
What kind of love opens doors of division, of 
prejudice, of misunderstanding? 

A risking love 

We love God by following him, being willing 
to take risks and go through doors like Peter. 


That means letting go of our prejudices against 
those on the other side of the door. It means 
moving out of our comfort zone and letting go of 
attitudes we have cherished since we were chil- 
dren. 

As Christians, we see love as friendliness in 
the church foyer. These getting-to-know-another 
encounters are important but are usually fairly 
easy, involving little risk. 

We may also see love as an attitude of the 
strong toward the weak, the powerful toward the 
powerless, the haves toward have-nots, marrieds 
toward singles, whites toward minorities, Chris- 
tians of this country toward people of other 
countries who need the Gospel. 

We North American Christians have money. 
We can love. We have social position and edu- 
cation. We can love. We have a rich tradition of 
spiritual strength and action. We can love. 

But we may also see love by comparing our 
branch of the Mennonite church with other 
groups of Mennonites. We may feel we are more 
evangelistic, more concerned about justice, 
more mission-minded, more open to the needs 
of others; therefore we love and serve God the 
most. 

People who operate from a position of power 
say: "Where can we find some poor person, 
someone less fortunate who will benefit from my 
love? Where can we find people with problems, 
so we can hand over the Gospel, money, food, 
and clothes, whatever?" 

Caring: A Better Word for Love 

I think we need to use another word instead 
of love. I like to use the word "care." Christ 
cared for us. The word "care" comes from the 
Old High German Kara, meaning to lament, to 
grieve, to experience sorrow, to cry out with. 
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Someone stuck in a pit is crying for help, so you 
crawl into the pit and cry out with that person. 

When you care, when you love, you step into 
the other person's shoes like Christ stepped into 
ours and cry out with them because you hurt 
with them. During a recent serious illness of my 
daughter, there were those who came with a gift 
of flowers or food and left; and those who came 
again and again and again and waited with us 
through the darkness. 

Christ took on weak human form to under- 
stand our pain and sorrow. To be a caring per- 
son, you become weak with the weak, and pow- 
erless with the powerless. You are willing to 
become weak with the weak that they might 
become strong. 

Love is welcoming the other person into our 
lives, not just donating money and food. A 
recent widower mentioned that he appreciated 
the meals his Sunday class brought him regu- 
larly, but he wished that just once in a while they 
would stay and eat it with him. Love is seeing 
the person, not just the need. 

Love is discerning the unique gifts of each 
person, the least distinguished, the least titled. 
Love means having a liberating spirit, not a con- 
fining one. When we love, we draw together. 
We enter doors without fear even though our 
instinct is to stay on the other side.. 

Christ's love shakes us loose from our preju- 
dices, hatreds, and attitudes as it did Peter and 
Paul and keeps us when we are tempted to return 
to them. 

A listening love. 

Listening without judgment is the special gift 
of those who love. Listen to the story of the man 
crippled for 38 years — waiting to be healed. 
The story says an angel troubled the waters and 


the first person to step in was healed. The others 
had someone to help them, but he didn't. Jesus 
asked him, " Do you want to get well?" He 
responded with some lonely words: "I have no 
one. I have no one to help me step into the water 
when the angel comes" Qn. 5:6,7). 

As I move about I also find people saying "I 
have no one. No one hears me." They say these 
words, sometimes openly — sometimes through 
anger or rebellion, sometimes simply by with- 
drawal. 

Listen also to Mary sitting at the feet of Jesus, 
criticized by her sister Martha. Listen to Martha, 
troubled with much work to do. Which of the 
diners except Jesus heard either Mary or Martha 
at that moment? Did someone get up to help 
Martha with the serving? Did someone support 
Mary in her decision to anoint Jesus' feet? 
Instead there was criticism. Except for Jesus, no 
one saw or heard their needs. 

Listening love is not concerned with destroy- 
ing the other person's argument, with reducing 
that person to silence in order to come out on 
top, even when the issue is abortion, homosexu- 
ality or the role of women in the church. A lis- 
tening love means the least official member of 
the church, even the weakest member, is allowed 
to speak. 

Let's listen to older adults, whose numbers are 
growing, but who have no visible function in 
many congregations and who now must find 
ways to spend time and money to keep life 
meaningful. 

Let's listen to the Gentiles in our midst, the 
ones without the solid Mennonite name and 
pedigree. Let's listen also to the Mennonite 
"Jews" — those we consider the keepers of 
church law and tradition and whom we con- 
demn as being too slow to change. Let's listen to 
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those Mennonites who are merging in order to 
break down barriers. 

A praying love 

People who pray have hopes, dreams and 
visions for those for whom they pray. Martin 
Luther King's "I have a dream" speech was actually 
a prayer of love for his people. We pray for our fam- 
ily members because we have hopes for them. We 
don't pray for people we are jealous of. We don't 


pray for people for whom we have no dreams. 

What is your hope, your dream, your vision 
for our church? 

Paul prayed that this Ephesian church, 
besieged by Judaizers, would be a church of love, 
power and faith. His prayer was his dream. May 
we have the courage to pray God's hopes for the 
church. Then we will have courage and power to 
walk through doors we have kept closed. 
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One God , One World 

Acts 17:24-28 NRSV 


The God who made the world and every- 
thing in it ...gives to all mortals life and 
breath and all things. From one ancestor he 
made all nations to inhabit the whole earth , 
and he allotted the times of their existence 
and the boundaries of the places where they 
would live , so that they would search for God 
and perhaps grope for him and find him — 
though indeed he is not far from each one of 
us. For ' In him we live and move and have 
our being.' 

F amiliar words, are they not? They remind 
us of one God of all, over all and through 
all and in all: One God in whom we have 
our being, one Creator who breathes the 
breath of life into the world, one Savior who 
shows us the true way to live, and invites us to 
follow, one Holy Spirit who makes the dry bones 
live; one Spirit who is the Spirit of truth and fel- 
lowship, of comfort and compassion. 

One God, who made the world and everything 
in it. One God and one world, created in beauty 
and variety — sun and moon and stars and clouds 
and hurricanes, tides and times and seasons. One 
world of forest and prairie, ocean and steppes, low- 
lands and plateaus, villages and cities. One world 


of creatures: cats to keep you company, whales to 
make you feel small, giraffes and elephants to 
astonish, sharks and grizzly bears and vultures and 
viruses to remind you that you are mortal flesh. 
God made all things in the world, and looked and 
said, "It's good, it's good, it's very good!" 

One world that God has given us, with one 
instruction: "Take care of it." 

Take care of the world. Tend and keep it well. 
And take care of each other. Watch out for the 
welfare of your sister and brother. Because you 
are one family. "From one ancestor," Paul says. 

The wisdom of this ancient text is profound. 
Surely Paul was not even aware of all the nations 
of the earth in his own time, not aware of East 
Asia or the British Isles or Australia or Mexico, 
not aware of the people and cultures of those 
places in his day. Nevertheless he claims God's 
sovereignty and care and inspiration towards all 
nations. Even the nations have their seasons. 
None — no culture or tradition, including our 
own — is everlasting. They change and pass like 
flowers of the field. And, like the flowers of the 
field, each nation and culture is valued and pre- 
cious to God, in its own season. 

This wisdom is profound — and, in our time 
profoundly relevant. Because of the mixed bless- 
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ing of our worldwide communications networks, 
we today are aware of all those other nations, 
their struggles, and aspirations. We hear daily 
reports from Sarajevo in Bosnia, Grozny in 
Chechnia and Kobe in Japan. Images from many 
nations enter our living rooms; we are continu- 
ally confronted with the range and severity of 
troubles and enmities that divide the world. 
What do we do with all this information? Do we 
have any way of making sense of our world? 

I find that this text from Acts 17 can help me 
to make sense of the world, with all its differ- 
ences. This morning, I would like to explore with 
you the timeliness of this and a few other ancient 
texts for our lives as Christians at the turn of the 
millennium. Do you remember when "the year 
2000" seemed so far away? The movie 2001: A 
Space Odyssey was released in 1968. And it was 
about the future. But now it's here. "The year" 
is only a few years away. 

And the prophecies and projections for that 
time are coming true, not, of course, prophecies 
of "the end of the world," not, as I used to hear 
on the Armstrong broadcasts on the radio, 
"prophecies of the world tomorrow," but projec- 
tions of energy crises, of population growth, of 
food shortage, of poverty. That future is upon us. 
For our young people that future is their life. 
What will their world in the third millennium be 
like? And what will they, as Christians, offer that 
world? 

First of all, they will be a minority. Not 
because they are Christian. Approximately one 
third of the world population is at least nomi- 
nally Christian, about one sixth of the world 
population, that is, half the so-called Christians 
are committed Christians. Today's young adults 
— you, or your children or grandchildren — will 
be a minority not by religion but in other ways: 


by race, by educational status, by standards of 
health care, by economic indicators. Our young 
people and the rest of us, as North Americans, are 
unusually rich, unusually well educated, well-fed, 
clothed, housed, cared for, insured, unusually 
safe. And, "if current trends continue," as they 
usually do, these features of our life, if they con- 
tinue, will be increasingly unusual. 

Both within and between countries, the dis- 
tance between rich and poor is increasing. And 
the proportion of rich to poor is decreasing. This 
is a serious moral problem. For those of us from 
rich countries, it means that we will be increas- 
ingly out of touch with the basic realities of life 
for most of those with whom we share this one 
world. For Christians in rich countries, it means 
we will be increasingly out of touch with the 
majority in the body of Christ. Most Christians, 
most Mennonites, are found not in richer but in 
poorer countries. In 1950, the poor in the world 
outnumbered the rich by two to one. In 2000, it 
will be four to one; in 2020, when today's 20 
year olds are 45, it will be five to one. 

World population is increasing, and most of 
the growth is taking place in poorer countries. 
So, having said that, I need to say that I don't 
believe that population increase is the problem. 
God has appointed the times and seasons of all 
the nations, and wants to bless them. Despite 
population increases, there is enough food in the 
world. Currently, about 35,000 children die each 
day of hunger-related diseases — but even now 
there is enough food for all of us. The problem 
of hunger is not a problem of food production; 
the problem is distribution, and, underlying that, 
the problem is consumption. The problem is not 
that there are "too many people" or that there is 
"not enough food." The problem is that too few 
people have too much of everything, and too 
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many people have not enough. Hunger is not a 
an agricultural problem but a political problem. 
It is not a spiritual problem but an economic 
problem. 

Already, half the Christians in the world, and 
more than half the Mennonites, live in poor 
countries. As the economic gap between rich 
and poor widens — unless we can reverse that 
tragic trend — the economic divisions within the 
Christian community will widen. The church 
will be predominately not pink-skinned, not 
rich, not well-educated and well-insured. To be 
part of the church in the world, we, as pink- 
skinned, rich, educated, well-fed and well- 
insured Christians, need to change. 

We believe in one God, who has made one 
world, who is God and Creator of all people, all 
cultures. We need to live in the confidence of 
that potential for unity, and we need behaviors, 
changed behaviors, that contribute to that unity. 

Hunger is still predominately an international 
issue, and not, for us as Canadians, a domestic 
problem. But there are other concerns we expe- 
rience here at home, as well as internationally. 
One such issue is the provision of health care. 

The poor-with-us, those here in Canada, 
remind us that it is dangerous to be poor. We 
need big billboards with warnings like the ones 
on cigarette packages: Being poor can seriously 
harm your health. You may have heard recent 
reports about the return or resurgence of tuber- 
culosis. Within the population of the federal 
penitentiary in Kingston, Ontario, as we heard 
recently on the news, and on the reserves of 
Northern Manitoba, to take an example closer to 
home, TB is making a spectacular come-back. 
Native people in Manitoba are 10 times as likely 
to contract tuberculosis as those of us with pink 
skin and European ancestors; since 1992, the 


number of cases of TB has doubled among Native 
people in Manitoba. The world has not been 
healed of poverty-related diseases — TB, cholera, 
plague, parasites, goiter, vitamin and iron defi- 
ciencies. Unless we can change the patterns of 
economic development and underdevelopment 
globally and locally, we will continue to confront 
the practical consequences of economic injustice. 

So how can we prepare our youth and young 
adults to serve God and God's world in this 
imminent future? What do our young people 
need, what do Christians have to offer, in a world 
of growing injustice? 

Our text from Acts 17 gives us the first clue. 
Christians need to remember that all the world, 
not just one's privileged corner of it, is God's 
world: " one God and Father of all, who is above all 
and through all and in all" (Eph. 4:6). There is one 
God who has made all nations to be a single fam- 
ily. There is one common humanity, seeking 
after one God. That is the basic reality: "one 
God" means "one world" to care for, "one peo- 
ple" to belong to. 

But in fact our world is tragically divided: by 
race, by economic status, by education, by 
access to resources. And these divisions raise a 
specific challenge for all of us as Christians strug- 
gling to grow in Christ and to offer to the gener- 
ations that follow us a vision of life in Christ. 

All of us need three things: we need to know; 
we need to care; we need to hope. 

Those of us from rich countries where educa- 
tion, health care, safe drinking water, adequate 
housing, electric stoves, public transportation, 
and underground sewage lines are simply taken 
for granted, need to know that these basic ser- 
vices are not "granted" to everyone. We need to 
know about the rest of the world, and the reali- 
ties of life for our fellow-citizens and fellow- 
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Christians in other places. Before we can work for 
justice, we need to know there is injustice. 

Secondly, we need to care. In a world of dif- 
ferences, compassion is one of the strongest 
forces holding us together. All people experience 
the basics of living in basically the same way: joy 
and hunger and anger and celebration and pain 
and betrayal and love are cross-cultural experi- 
ences. We can care: and we need to care. Perhaps 
we who are older can learn that from the younger 
generations. Several years ago I was in San Fran- 
cisco with my family. Now, San Francisco is a city 
with many beggars — many of them veterans of 
the US-Vietnam War, who are physically disabled 
or mentally ill. Everywhere we went, we walked 
by beggars. My nephew, who was seven years 
old, didn't want to walk by; he wanted to stop, 
and became very frustrated with us for always 
passing by on the other side. Finally he burst 
out: "Can't we just give money to just one beg- 
gar?" Sometimes, the young can teach us to care. 
And sometimes, because they have been exposed 
to so much violence in the guise of entertain- 
ment, sometimes we have to teach them to care. 
But our model is clear. "God so loves the world." 
The whole world. 

Finally, we need to have hope, and to offer a 
vision that is worthy of hope. Without hope, 
knowledge and caring are tragic. I have friends 
who choose not to follow the news. They don't 
want to know about the rest of the world, 
because it is too depressing. I know others who 
are afraid to care too much, because it just breaks 
your heart. Perhaps more than ever, what the 
world needs is exactly what Christians can offer: 
hope. We need to be able to account for the hope 
that we have, for the fact that in a world of sin, 
we have hope for the future. 

We have reasons to hope. We have hope 


because we know God knows and cares, God sees 
the suffering of the world and is working to 
relieve it. The story of Israel recorded in the 
Scriptures begins with God's compassion: 


The Israelites groaned under their slavery ; 
and cried out Out of the slavery their cry for 
help rose up to God. God heard their groan- 
ing ; and God remembered . . . ; God looked 
upon the Israelites , and God took notice of 
them. (Ex. 2:23-25) 


We have confidence to hope, because we 
know God sees and cares and acts. We can offer 
the world hope in the midst of its suffering 
because the vision revealed gives us a world to 
hope for. Let's close with a vision to hope for. 


I saw the holy city, the new Jerusalem . ..And 
I heard a loud voice from the throne saying , 
"See, the home of God is among mortals. He 
will dwell with them as their God; they will 
be his peoples...." The city has no need of 
sun or moon to shine on it, for the glory of 
God is its light, and its lamp is the Lamb. 
The nations will walk by its light, and the 
kings of the earth will bring their glory into 
it. People will bring into it the glory and the 
honor of the nations. The river of the water 
of life . . . flowing . . . through the middle of the 
street of the city. On either side of the river ; 
is the tree of life with its twelve kinds of fruit, 
producing its fruit each month; and the 
leaves of the tree are for the healing of the 
nations. (Rev. 21:2 -3, 23, 24, 26; 22:1-2) 


The future which is already upon us is an era of 
cities. By the end of the century, there will be 25 
to 30 mega-cities, most of them in what we call 
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"third world" countries. For the most part there 
will be cities of huge populations, 10 or 20 or 30 
million each; cities that do not yet offer healing; 
cities that offer disease and slums and smog and 
violence; cities threatened by earthquakes and 
floods. Yet the Bible's vision of humanity recon- 
ciled is a vision of a city. 

For me, one of the most marvelous features of 
this Biblical vision of the city is that it includes all 
the nations. Our hope lies in our differences, our 
unique selves and cultures. Imagine: Serbs and 
Croats; Turks and Armenians; English and French; 
black and white Americans; black and white 
South Africans; Russians and Chechens. All the 
warring peoples reconciled. But, most signifi- 
cantly, the differences are not erased. Listen to 
this: " the kings and the people will bring into the city 
the honor and glory of all the nations" (Rev. 
21:24,26). The honor and glory of the nations, the 
beauty and variety of each culture are honored, 
not ignored. The city of John's vision is not a city 
of uniformity, but a celebration of difference. 

And therein, my friends, lies our strength and 
thus our hope. Not to erase or smooth over dif- 
ferences, but to rejoice in them, so that the mar- 
velous, infinite variety of the created world is 
reflected in the human world. 

But how can we trust this vision? What 
makes it not just a beautiful dream? We can trust 
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the vision, we can hope in confidence, because of 
one who has shown us the way of reconciliation. 
We have confidence to hope because we, 
together with all the nations, we who had no 
hope and who were without God in the world, 
we who are Gentiles have been brought into the 
covenant of God's people. Listen to this: 

Now in Christ Jesus you who once were far 
off have been brought near by the blood of 
Christ For he is our peace; in his flesh he 
has made both groups into one and has bro- 
ken down the dividing wall , that is , the hos- 
tility between us that he might 

create in himself one new humanity ; ... rec- 
onciled] So then you are no longer 

strangers and aliens , but you are citizens 
with the saints and also members of the 
household of God. (Eph. 2:13-16 , 19) 

Differences remain. But hostility is erased; 
hatred melts; fear is cast out. This is what we 
have, already, in Christ. This is our hope for the 
world. In a world that is dying of despair and 
hopelessness, this is what we can offer, for the 
third millennium and even to the close of the 
age. 

Amen. 




RUTH BUXMAN 


God's Good Gift of Land 

Micah 6:8 


have been asked to reflect with you today on 
the theology of farming, the theology of 
work on the land. 

The memories of growing up on the farm 
are idyllic. I experienced farm life as surrounded 
with goodness; lots of hard work, a father who 
respected his neighbors and workers, a mother 
who shared her bread with any and all who came 
to our door, and a humility and trust that all was 
well even in difficult times. These are the experi- 
ences and memories of childhood. 

Now in the role of farm wife and mother, 
neighbor and boss, I have observed that success- 
ful farming has three ingredients. It is dependent 
on three ways of walking: walking humbly 
before God, practicing stewardship, and living in 
community. These three ways correspond to the 
threefold requirement of our text, " to act justly 
and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your 
God." 

Walking humbly with God underlies all that 
we are and do. This is not just nodding your 
head in recognition and then going on your way. 
It means acknowledging God in all you do. 

A farmer who walks out at night to irrigate 
under the stars can no longer play the game of 
arrogance. The quiet, the dark, and the star-stud- 


ded sky envelop and overcome arrogance. She or 
he is a guest, a recipient, a servant, a tender of 
this piece of land. In the dark there is no one to 
impress, there is no one to hide from, there is no 
one to blame, to curse. There is only that loud 
silence that surrounds and reminds how little, 
how dependent, how in need of love and tend- 
ing he or she is. No longer able to hide weakness, 
sinfulness, arrogance, defeat, we begin to experi- 
ence that we are being cleansed and are no 
longer weighted down by our own arrogance. 

Justice, the first injunction in our text, arises 
out of a relationship. It yields peace, shalom, 
well-being. Justice includes demands as well as 
blessings (or in today's language, "responsibili- 
ties" alongside "rights.") Justice is served when 
every person, creature, and created thing is in 
right relationship with every other person, crea- 
ture, created thing. 

In terms of land and farming, doing justice 
has to do with practicing stewardship. A steward 
is someone who cares for something that belongs 
to someone else, as if it were her own. Paul and I 
are part of a group of farmers who are committed 
to farming without poisonous substances, keep- 
ing farm size to a responsible size, and providing 
tasty, nourishing fruit for people to eat. We put 
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an artfully designed insert in each box of fruit we 
send out that talks about these commitments. 

Biblical justice and Christian stewardship 
cause us to look beyond our own needs and our 
own well-being. In fact we do not place ourselves 
at the center at all, but rather start from the fact 
that what we have, we have been given as a gift. 
It is a gift for everyone, given to us to care for and 
tend, so that it can be passed on for other's nour- 
ishment and well-being. When you know that 
something you are using is going to be passed on 
for someone else to use, you will keep it in good 
order. 

Having lived a good part of my adult life away 
from the farm and now returning to it, I have 
concluded in the two years time I have been back 
that farming is too hard, it takes too great a toll 
from those engaged in it to do it for any other 
reason than stewardship. There are a lot easier 
ways to make a living than this, which requires 
body, soul, and spirit. But if seen as ministry of 
tending and nourishing the earth so that it will 
be a better piece of land when you leave it, then 
it is not only worth it, it will bring you joy. 

And finally, what does the Lord require of 
thee? Love mercy. LOVE kindness. Love loyalty. 
LOYALTY is a quality of relationship that arises 
out of two people, two entities, being in 
covenant together. Like stewardship, the rela- 


tionship has demands as well as blessings. 
Covenant loyalty is about how we act in com- 
munity. It is about helping one another, about 
sharing. It is about discipline. It is about holding 
each other accountable. Covenant relationships 
look for a way through rather than a way out. 

On the farm we interact within several com- 
munities. One of these communities is our 
neighbors. Neighbor relationships are built up 
over long periods of time and are passed on from 
generation to generation. Some neighbors are 
easy, helpful, enjoyable. Others are difficult and 
downright obstinate. It takes time, but the sec- 
ond-mile approach almost always turns an obsti- 
nate neighbor into a good neighbor. 

Relationships are not always easy, because 
they require that we stay in touch, that we pro- 
vide direction as well as praise. One doesn't cheat 
or take advantage of your workers and they 
respect and give good work to you in return. A 
respected worker is a happy worker, and a happy 
worker is a satisfied child-of-God. Micah 6:8 is an 
injunction to farmers. 

He has showed you, O man, what is good. 

And what does the LORD require of you? To 
act justly and to love mercy and to walk 
humbly with your God. 



JAN SCHMIDT 


Power in Relationships 

Psalm 51 NRSV 


D avid, what a name! The name comes 
from the biblical character we have just 
heard about in the text that was read. 
The person is no ordinary man. There 
are 58 New Testament references to him includ- 
ing the title given to Jesus, "Son of David." There 
is only one David in scripture, which typifies his 
unique place. He is known to be an ancestor, 
forerunner, and foreshadower of Jesus. His life 
journey took him from a shepherd boy to be the 
second king of Israel. God's presence in David's 
life is evidenced in the many recorded stories 
about his. life from the slaying of Goliath, to the 
return of the Ark of the Covenant to Jerusalem. 
Since then many boys have been called David in 
hopes that they too would bring honor to their 
families. 

David was no ordinary man - or, was he? In 
II Samuel 11 & 12 we see another side of David; 
it is not the glorious, obedient hero that we read 
about before and after this account. David had 
been king for over 10 years. It was a period of 
outward prosperity and apparent religious fervor. 
A palace had been built, highways opened, trade 
restored. Material wealth in the kingdom was 
secure. Even the ark of the covenant had been 
returned and placed in a special tabernacle pre- 


pared for it in Jerusalem. As was the custom, 
David had inherited the wives of the previous 
ruler, Saul. In addition, the laws allowed him the 
freedom to marry other available women and 
add them to his harem. There were many rea- 
sons to be thankful to Yahweh. 

Spring had arrived, and it was the time of year 
to subdue the enemies. David decided to stay at 
his palace instead of accompanying his soldiers 
on another crusade. Following an afternoon 
sleep he decided to get fresh air. As he wandered 
on his roof top he looked at the surrounding area 
and his gaze rested upon a woman in the dis- 
tance who was cleansing herself after her 
monthly period. He noticed that she was beau- 
tiful and sent someone to inquire about her. To 
his surprise, he knew the woman's father, Eliam, 
and also her husband, Uriah the Hittite. (Both 
are named later in II Samuel 23 as two of David's 
most notable soldiers.) This information did not 
deter David. He had decided what he wanted 
and he had the power to get it. 

In spite of the wealth of women at his dis- 
posal and the fact that he knew Bathsheba's hus- 
band and family, David sent messengers to get 
her, "laid with her" and sent her home after he 
satisfied his desires. A while later David received 
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the unexpected news from Bathsheba that she 
was pregnant. David was in a difficult situation. 
Bathsheba had not slept with her husband for 
some time as he was in battle and neighbors had 
likely noticed the messenger activity between the 
palace and Bathsheba's home. He could be dis- 
covered. Taking another man's wife was adultery 
- a violation of the Ten Commandments. David 
had to act quickly. He sent word to the battle 
field for Uriah to report to the palace. 

What follows is an attempted cover up. 
When Uriah arrived, David asked for a battle 
report. Uriah's unrecorded response is likely 
indicative of David's lack of interest. After a brief 
conversation David gave Uriah a gift and sent 
him home to "wash his feet", hoping Uriah 
would become reacquainted with his beautiful 
wife. Unexpectedly Uriah did not go home but 
slept with David's servants instead. David's ser- 
vants reported Uriah's activities to David and 
again David sent for Uriah to inquire why he had 
not gone home. Uriah responded, " The ark and 
Israel and Judah remain in booths ; and my lord Joab 
and the servants of my lord are camping in the open 
field; shall I then go to my house ; to eat and to drink , 
and to lie with my wife? As you live , and as your 
soul lives , I will not do such a thing " (II Sam. 11:11). 
David was undaunted by Uriah's faithfulness and 
conspired to weaken Uriah's resolve. The next 
evening David succeeded in getting Uriah drunk. 
Even in this weakened state, Uriah chose to sleep 
with the King's servants. David's plans were 
foiled! 

David was determined to hide his wrongdoing 
and developed yet another plan. This time David 
sent a note to Joab, the military leader, to place 
Uriah in the heat of the battle. Shortly after deliv- 
ering his own death message, Uriah was killed in 
battle. David's indiscretion was concealed. 


Bathsheba lamented for her husband and 
when the appropriate mourning was over David 
sent for her, married her and she bore him a son. 
An unrepentant David enjoyed his latest addi- 
tion to his harem and remained undiscovered, or 
at least unproven. To some his actions of caring 
for the wife of one of his esteemed warriors may 
even have seemed honorable. 

Although there was no proof of David's 
wrongdoing, he had forgotten that God had 
seen what had transpired and noted his actions. 
God sent Nathan to David. Since David was 
king, he was also considered the Chief Judge of 
Israel. The story that Nathan shared with David 
was not uncommon. A rich man who had many 
flocks and herds took a poor man's only lamb to 
prepare a feast for a traveler who had come to 
visit him. David was concerned about justice 
and the poor and his reaction was swift and 
forceful. He informed Nathan that the rich man 
deserved death and the poor man should be 
given four lambs. Nathan quickly responded 
" David , you are the man" (II Sam. 12:7). 

As I have reflected on this story, I have been 
perplexed by a number of questions. 

1. Why, with all the women at his disposal, 
would David bother with Bathsheba ? 

2. Why did David go to such lengths to cover 
up his sin and break yet another commandment 
by having Uriah killed? 

3. Why did David not see his own reflection 
in Nathan's story? 

Why would David bother with Bathsheba? 
What could she offer that David didn't already 
have? This story can be understood in a number 
of ways - a story of one man's lust or a story of 
the abuse of power. I believe it is the latter and 
it is a story with which we can all identify. We 
have all been David and we have all been 
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Bathsheba. 

David had ultimate power as King of Israel. 
His wish was others' command. He could have 
any person brought to him - as he did with 
Bathsheba. But why bother? He had many other 
women at his disposal. Why risk a one night 
stand with the wife of your trusted warrior? I 
think the answer is simple. David saw someone 
he wanted and had the power to get her, so he 
did. He chose not to restrain his wants and not 
to think of the implications of exercising them. 

Last week's sermon encouraged healthy fam- 
ily relationships. How do we use the power we 
each have in our families to responsibly create 
good family relationships? Relationships have 
the potential to bring us great joy and conversely 
great pain. Entering into relationship means we 
can experience new heights of joy — it also 
makes us vulnerable. Someone now has greater 
access and ability to hurt us. We all are involved 
in relationships, be they family, church, work or 
friends. In each and every one of those relation- 
ships WE EACH have some measure of power or 
ability to influence others. 

Power is exhibited in a variety of forms. 
Power is seen in position: pastor-parishioner, par- 
ent-child, owner-employee, etc. Position power 
is evidenced when one person makes a decision 
that others are expected to follow. Power is also 
seen in physical strength: the strongest and 
biggest are at an advantage here. Power is dis- 
played in communication: the ability to speak 
clearly, the ability to withhold ideas and even 
conversation, the ability to demean others 
through sarcasm and innuendoes, the ability to 
make a point in degrading ways. Statements like 
"Just do it your way!" and "Why would you do a 
dumb thing like that?" are statements that exer- 
cise power and influence over others. Power is 


not always easy to recognize. In most relation- 
ships both parties have different forms of power 
and use them in a variety of ways. 

Abuse of power is when I use my power to get 
what I want and in doing so injure another per- 
son. We have no reason to believe David 
intended to hurt Bathsheba that day. Bath- 
sheba's needs were the furthest thing from his 
mind. He was blinded by his wants and just hap- 
pened to be in a position where he could get 
what he wanted. David also had the position 
power to cover his sin by having Uriah killed. 

Just like David we all are occasionally so fix- 
ated on what we want that we do not stop to see 
the bigger picture. We are so determined to have 
it our way, that we do not hesitate to consider 
how our behavior will affect the other person(s). 
We have the power to do what we want and we 
simply go ahead and do it. This is how our story 
relates to David's. We all have power and at times 
have been and will continue to be tempted to use 
it for our own personal advantage at the expense 
of others. We all have our own stories. 

Why did David go to such lengths to cover 
up his sin and break yet a second commandment 
by having Uriah killed? David had chosen a path 
the day he had Bathsheba brought to his cham- 
bers. He had plenty of time to reevaluate his 
actions before he sent for Bathsheba. The result- 
ing pregnancy was only a complication to be 
addressed, not a time for reflection. Uriah's non- 
compliance was an unfortunate difficulty. All 
these problems could easily be addressed by a 
king. David was not ready to acknowledge 
wrongdoing after all the trouble he had gone to. 
Once the first decision was made it was easier to 
keep on the path of denial than to turn around. 

Is this our story too? We have all abused 
power, whether in premeditated ways like this 
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story or in unplanned ways. The world does not 
always go the way we would like it to go. At 
these times it is so easy to say something hurtful 
or become physically aggressive to someone who 
is smaller. 

When this happens, is our response any dif- 
ferent than David's when we are confronted by 
our behavior? I most often first defend. This 
defense usually takes on a number of different 
themes. One frequent defense is to blame the 
other person - after all if they had not pushed me 
I would not have responded in that way, so I can 
hardly be held accountable for my actions. 
Another frequent defense is to simply deny that 
I did anything inappropriate. After all it is not 
really my fault that the other person is so sensi- 
tive. We may even go so far as to suggest that the 
other person is fortunate we had the courage to 
tell them the truth. 

What makes these defense patterns difficult 
to deal with is that in certain situations they are 
appropriate responses rather than signs of defen- 
siveness. Another difficulty is that an interaction 
between two people is often complicated with 
one person misusing their power and the other 
person responding in kind. In situations like 
these it is difficult to identify, let alone reflect, on 
our behavior because all our mental energy is 
directed against the other person. 

We also know there is an unfortunate ten- 
dency for the Bathshebas to blame themselves 
for power abuses inflicted on them. There is also 
a tendency for the Davids to defend themselves. 
This combination often results in these patterns 
continuing for extended periods of time, result- 
ing in significant damage to both persons. 

We may need to reflect to determine whether 
our behavior is appropriate or sinful or defensive 
like David's. Was I considerate of the other per- 


son's needs and feelings? Did I treat the person 
with respect? What would I change if I were to 
roll back the tape? Do I have a need to justify my 
actions? Did I see the other's behavior as an 
obstacle to meeting my wants? 

Lastly, why did David not see his own reflec- 
tion in Nathan's story? Nathan was wise enough 
to not confront David directly. He knew that 
David had worked hard at covering his sin; he 
also knew that David was a man who loved jus- 
tice. So Nathan told a story. Through the story 
of the rich man's misuse of power, David was 
able to recognize himself. David could clearly see 
another man's abuse of power for financial gain 
and yet was unable to see his own abuse of power 
that involved the taking of a woman and the 
killing of her husband. How could David be so 
blind? 

Our newspapers are filled with accusations 
about people's misuse of power. Rarely do we 
hear confessions of people who acknowledge 
their own abuse of power. I too, have been able 
to identify power plays of people around me, yet 
struggle with seeing and acknowledging my own 
power of influence. We all tend to focus on the 
areas where we feel powerless rather than the 
areas where we in turn have control, authority, 
or influence. Many of us spend hours accusing 
others of misusing their influence over our lives 
and yet spend little time thinking about how we 
can be faithful when we in turn possess the 
power to act or produce an effect on others. 

As I prepared this sermon I realized that over 
the last two years other staff have talked about 
the amount of power I have at work. My 
response was to deny or minimize my power. 
Hiding under our Christian organization's "flat" 
structure, I was uncomfortable with the fact that 
I had power. It seemed like something unclean. 
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Yet I did have power, in my position, in my abil- 
ity to speak clearly and in the knowledge and 
experience I had in the field. I still feel uncom- 
fortable with the idea but rather than putting my 
energy into denying the power I do have, I am 
trying to be responsible with how I use that 
power. 

This blind spot that many of us share needs 
to be examined. How have I used my ability to 
communicate clearly to keep others from 
expressing their views? How have you used your 
position in the home, work or church to get your 
way? How have we used our size to intimidate 
others, possibly even our children? Where do I 
have power in relationships? In exercising this 
power am I considering the others who will be 
impacted by my actions? 

When I think of David's story in the light of 
the three questions I have explored it takes on 
new meaning. David's story suddenly has 
become my story. Why with all the women at 
his disposal would David even bother with 
Bathsheba? There are simply times in our lives, 
in a variety of different areas that we want more 
than we have or need. How could David abuse 
his power in this way? We all have abused the 
power that has been entrusted to us by those 
with whom we are in relationship. The greater 
the abuse, the greater the consequence. Why did 
David not repent earlier? I too have covered my 
tracks by using selected information to justify 
my decisions. I too, have taken advantage of the 
ones I love by knowing and using their weakness 
to get what I want and then talking my way out 
of it until I am convinced I did nothing wrong. 
Why did David not see his own reflection in 
Nathan's story? Just like David, I am much more 


aware of other people's abuses of power than I 
am aware of my own power, let alone my misuse 
of it. These realizations are not particularly com- 
forting. 

Thank God this is not the end of the story. 
When David finally came to terms with what he 
had done, there was forgiveness. Psalm 51 
which was read earlier is a moving confession. 
David's repentance resulted in God's forgiveness 
that gave David the peace and strength to deal 
with the future consequences. These conse- 
quences included the death of his illegitimate 
son and the rape of his daughter Tamar by his 
son Amnon. Yes, the consequences were difficult 
for David to bear and yet God's forgiveness was 
also great, for the next offspring of David and 
Bathsheba was Solomon. The important role 
that David played in the Bible is also a testimony 
to God's forgiveness. Even though David used 
his power to sexually have a woman and killed 
her husband to cover his misdeed, he repented 
and was forgiven and was subsequently known 
to be an ancestor, forerunner, and foreshadower 
of Jesus. David is a good name because of his 
openness to God's movement in his life and his 
response to his own sin. 

My prayer is that we will all learn the lessons 
from David's story. We all have power and it is 
less likely to be misused if we can identify where 
we have it. We all struggle with using our power 
"with" people rather than "over" people. I pray 
that we will be able to choose to empower peo- 
ple rather than take advantage. I pray that when 
we fail we will have the courage to recognize our 
sins and repent. Let us never forget that not only 
does God want to forgive us, God also wants to 
bless us. 




MAMA KADI 


Be One Just as Christ is 
One With the Father 

John 17:20-26 


I n our everyday lives we have the habit of 
saying good-bye to our friends when we 
want to go our separate ways whether for a 
short time or a long time. When Jesus felt his 
death approaching, he informed his disciples of 
what would happen to him. After hearing that 
their Master would die, the disciples were very 
discouraged. Their worry led them to think 
about what would happen to them in the com- 
ing absence of their Master. Jesus, knowing their 
thoughts, told them the following in John 14:1 
"Don't let your hearts be troubled. Believe in God, 
believe also in Me." Jesus wanted his disciples to 
have peace. He asked them not to worry and 
pushed them to keep their eyes on both the 
Father and himself. He exhorted them to have a 
faith in God that was both firm and mature. God 
was not simply to be their God when everything 
seemed to go well but also and especially when 
they experienced the dark days of life. 

After Jesus spoke to his disciples and told 
them everything he could about his Father, he 
went to pray. In John 17, Jesus prayed first of all 
for himself, then for his disciples and then for 
those who would believe in him through the tes- 
timony of these disciples. 

Jesus talked to his Father in the disciples' pres- 


ence. It is in this prayer that Jesus lets us see deep 
into his heart. His heart is full of love for those 
the Father has given him. It is for this reason that 
the prayer is called "The High Priestly Prayer." 
Here we see the prayer of the Great High Priest of 
all humanity - a prayer which begins his sacrifice 
by offering himself to God along with all his peo- 
ple, both present and future. 

Jesus' prayer consists of both past realities and 
future events. Let's return to the past realities. In 
the first part of the prayer, Jesus considers his 
mission to be complete but he includes his 
approaching Passion and asks that the glory he 
has with the Father before the creation of the 
world be given back to him. When Jesus prays for 
himself, it is not his own person he has in mind, 
but rather the work of God. By asking his Father 
to glorify him, Jesus tell us that his glory con- 
tributes to the glory of God. The essential goal of 
the Son of God is the gift of eternal life defined 
by these words in verse 3, "So, that they may know 
You, the only true God, and also know the One you 
have sent, your son Jesus Christ. " 

Jesus had prepared and educated the 12 
minus Judas whom he calls the son of perdition. 
In verse 12 he says that he has kept and pre- 
served them. This is the work he has completed. 
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Therefore Jesus affirms the security he guaranteed 
to his disciples, the word that he gave them. When 
Jesus prays for them he asks the Father to keep 
them in his name so they may be one just as he 
himself is one with the Father. By recommending 
the disciples to God, Jesus sees them as continuing 
agents of this work. His own part of the work he 
sees as finished. By revealing himself as the Son, 
Jesus also revealed the Father that sent him. 

Let us now look at the events to come! 

Jesus' prayer in verses 20-26 is enlarged to 
include those who will come to faith through the 
disciples' ministry. These believers are to be 
"one" just as Jesus is one with the Father. 

The model of unity that Jesus recommends 
for Christians is the unity of the Father and Son. 
The only way that it can be maintained is by 
remaining in both the Father and the Son. In 
other words, "As the Father lives in the Son and 
the Son in the Father even so the Son lives in 
believers and in living in them, he unites them 
one to the other." In this prayer Jesus points out 
clearly that complete unity must be manifested 
to the eyes of the world so the world will truly be 
able to discover the origin of this unity. 

Jesus, by praying in the presence of his disci- 
ples wanted to show them that his bond with his 
Father was one of mutual love and knowledge 
and a common activity and possession of all 
things. One cannot see the Father without seeing 
the Son. By this prayer the disciples saw both the 
love and the nature of his Father - he is Holy and 
demands that his disciples be holy as well. 

During his lifetime Jesus had the habit of 
withdrawing in order to be alone with his Father. 
It was in this way that he learned to know both 
his Father and his Father's will. 

In this prayer Jesus undertook the ministry of 
intercession for the apostles but he also included 


all believers of all times and all places. Some of 
you may be asking, "What is intercession?" This 
noun comes from the verb "intercede" which 
means to place oneself between God and an indi- 
vidual. The intercessor more or less disappears. 
Instead of being involved for oneself, it's for 
another that the intercessor prays. 

In Exodus 34:30-33 & 17:8-13, we have the 
story of Moses who was an intercessor for his 
people. Nehemiah is another example in his 
prayer for the rebuilding of the wall of Jerusalem. 
When he got there, there were people who tried 
to discourage him and make him afraid. But 
Nehemiah prayed for his enemies (Neh. 6:14). 
When we talk to God in prayer, he reveals him- 
self to us as a loving and holy God; a God who 
involves us in the ministry of intercession for 
other believers and for the world. This kind of 
prayer is the basis of our spiritual growth. It is 
through prayer that we are united with Christ 
and through him with God and finally with each 
other. But often our flesh, our egotistical and 
proud, sinful nature, our constant search for self 
interest and self glorification, is the principle 
obstacle to God's activity in the world, particu- 
larly in Zaire. 

In this prayer Jesus prays for his disciples and 
for those of us who come after them. How does 
Christian unity manifest itself in our lives? How 
much time do you take to pray? For whom do 
you pray? For Christians who are persecuted? For 
your brothers and sisters who are sick? For those 
who are in bondage to Satan? For the state and 
church authorities who mistreat the people God 
gave them to govern? Do you pray for those who 
are hungry? Their meal is divided in days. Today, 
if the children eat, the parents will go to bed 
hungry. And tomorrow the parents will have 
their turn to eat and the children will go hungry. 
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But do the children respect this? How will this 
prayer become a more concrete reality for you? 
Are your prayers mission-minded? Take note that 
prayer is a strong weapon for us as believers. By 
it we can fight against the schemes of the devil 
(Eph. 6:10-20). 

Christian unity in our lives should be a unity 
of love, of sharing the Word of God with others, 
of sharing one’s possessions with those who are 
in need. The word "sharing" is well understood 
among the African people for the African man 
never eats alone what his wife has prepared for 
the family. There are always the needy and 
strangers who benefit as well. 

As Christians we must not follow the exam- 
ple of the Corinthian believers who were full of 
divisions. Some said they were followers of Apol- 
los, others of Paul. In 1 Corinthians 3:3-9 Paul 
tells them that they are carnal since there is jeal- 
ousy and discord among them. These Christians 


were living in a worldly manner. When one said 
"1 am of Paul!" and another said "I am of Apol- 
los", they were not united. Now the Word of God 
tells us that Paul and Apollos are nothing. Both 
are servants. If one does this work and another 
accomplishes another task, the two are really 
one. Each will receive his own reward from the 
Savior according to his own work. For both of 
them are God's workers. 

At the present time the church seems to be 
racing toward power, and is becoming a church 
of separation, a church of hate and a church of a 
single tribe. Christians are lacking in love toward 
one another, lacking in knowledge of the Word 
of God and the sharing of their wealth. The unity 
demonstrated by Christ is no longer evident and 
the difference between believer and non believer 
is not really noticed. 

But Jesus prayed for us that we would be one. 
Amen ! 



EVELYN LABUN 


Patience - A Fmit of the Spirit 

Galatians 5:22-25 


I have been told by friends that I am well 
suited to speak on patience since I am a 
patient person. But the patience the writer is 
speaking of in Galations 5 is not a natural 
endowment. It is a fruit of the Spirit. It is not 
inborn or personality. It is a harvest or matura- 
tion of a product or quality over time because of 
the Spirit's work and a willingness of the person 
to learn from the Spirit of God. People with nat- 
ural patience may find this a hard gift to culti- 
vate since they don't know their own difficulty 


in developing the patience spoken of here. 

The fruit of the Spirit is not legislated or com- 
manded by God. They are attributes or attitudes 
that are invoked or are a natural expression of 
the work of the Spirit in our lives. What this 
means is that we have to let Christ, through the 
work of the Holy Spirit, rule our impatience as 
we personally experience it. We need to have an 
experience of impatience and at that point allow 
the work of the Spirit to enter our lives. 



CLARE ANNE RUTH-HEFFELBOWER 


When Someone Else Sins 

Matthew 18:15-20 


I 've been reading Calvin and Hobbes cartoons 
again. There was one recently where Calvin 
is standing behind a box with "Life 5 e" writ- 
ten on the front. Susie walks up and says, 
"All right, here's a nickel. What do I get?" 

Calvin, nickel in hand says, "Nothing. I just 
ripped you off." 

"What?!" shrieks Susie. 

"That's life!" replies Calvin. 

The last frame shows the box smashed and 
the sounds of a fight going on. 

Calvin and Susie act out a fantasy that proba- 
bly all of us have from time to time. Someone 
takes advantage of me, hurts me, does me in — 
and I get even with them. Or at least I "make 
things right," then let others know I've been 
wronged and who did it. 

Usually we're a little more civilized than these 
six year olds. We use the legal system to straighten 
things out. But we try to make sure we get what's 
coming to us — and so do our opponents. 

Or sometimes we work at getting revenge on 
our own. Although nice people like us usually 
work at doing it in a "nice" way — which some 
call passive aggressive. We just nicely and sweetly 
and behind someone's back do something that 
we know will hurt them. 


The end result of dealing with conflict in this 
way is usually some kind of distance from those 
who hurt us. We just don't have anything to do 
with them anymore. Sometimes that's the first 
and only thing that happens. You hurt me and 
you don't exist anymore as far as I'm concerned. 

I don't have to see you. I don't have to talk to 
you. And if I do, we'll keep it very formal and 
polite. 

As we all know, these aren't necessarily the 
healthiest ways to deal with conflict. Jesus gives 
us some other guidelines for handling conflict 
and enemies. In the passage we just read from 
Matthew, he gives specific directions for dealing 
with conflict among Christians. It is often 
referred to as the Matthew 18 pattern and con- 
sists of three steps. 

First, if a fellow Christian wrongs you or sins 
against you — some early manuscripts don't 
even have the "against you" phrase, just "sins" 
— you go to them in private and talk about it. If 
reconciliation comes at that stage, great! You've 
regained a brother or sister. 

If it doesn't work, go on to step two. Take one 
or two other people along to talk with the 
offender again. This comes from the Old Testa- 
ment teaching that in any dispute a person 
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couldn't be convicted on the basis of one per- 
son's complaint. Two or three witnesses were 
required (Deut. 19:15). So you take a few other 
people along to try to talk things through. 

If this doesn't work, then Matthew says, 
report it to the church. Make it a matter of pub- 
lic knowledge and let the church deal with it. If 
reconciliation still can't be brought about, then 
treat the offender like an unbeliever or tax col- 
lector. Disconnect! 

This procedure has been followed by the 
church at times with varying results, often not 
very good ones. The process of excommunica- 
tion developed out of this teaching. The practice 
of shunning or avoiding someone who is seen as 
disobeying the church's teaching has its roots 
here. Groups that have strict rules have tended to 
be the ones who disconnect from those who 
question the rules. Stories we hear about this 
kind of thing usually involve great pain on the 
part of the one being excommunicated or 
shunned. The problem has been that one can 
easily get sidetracked from the intent of Jesus' 
teaching here and end up becoming excessively 
judgmental and punitive. 

Jesus is not describing this process to show us 
how to punish someone. He is not describing a 
process aimed at making sure that we get heard 
and our rights are respected. The main purpose 
of this teaching is not even to show us how to 
resolve disputes, although we can learn some 
things about that here. What Jesus is concerned 
about is maintaining and restoring relationships 
between brothers and sisters in God's family and 
between people and God. 

The entire chapter is talking about relation- 
ships in the church. The parable of the lost sheep 
is placed just before the passage we read today. 
"What would you do," Jesus asks, "if you had a 


hundred sheep and one of them wandered off? 
Wouldn't you leave the ninety-nine on the hill- 
side and look for the one that had wandered 
away?" Jesus goes on to say that God doesn't 
want anyone to be lost from the flock. 

Then comes the teaching that we are focusing 
on today. Jesus recognizes how one person's 
wrongdoing tends to separate him or her from 
the flock. And he points out that it is the respon- 
sibility of the rest of the family to find them and 
bring them back. 

Often when people are having trouble hold- 
ing their lives together or when they are unable 
to follow Jesus faithfully, they do go away. Most 
churches wouldn't even have the chance to 
excommunicate or shun them if they wanted to 
— they have already left. But that leaves us in 
exactly the position of the shepherd with 99 
sheep on the hillside and one that wandered off. 
It is up to us to work at finding the lost sheep and 
restoring the broken relationships. 

What Jesus is talking about here is like a fam- 
ily trying to do everything within its power to 
help a member who is struggling. We hear heroic 
stories of a brother or sister giving a kidney to a 
sibling who needs a kidney transplant. There are 
families where one member struggles with inse- 
curities, fears, handicaps, or learning disabilities 
and the rest of the family hangs in there trying 
to get whatever kind of special help is necessary. 
This is what Jesus is talking about. Hanging in 
there with people who are hurting and pulling 
away from the family of God. 

Now if we are going to try to do that which 
Jesus has told us to do, it calls for some special 
attitudes on our part. 

First of all, we need to care enough about oth- 
ers to want to draw them back in. This may be 
hard. Sometimes people who have difficulty and 
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pull away are people who aren't very much fun 
to be around. Their problems are real. Caring 
enough about others to want to restore relation- 
ships is especially difficult if they have hurt us 
along the way. 

If we do genuinely care about others in this 
way though, we have made a major step towards 
being able to approach them out of love and 
concern; the only way there can be any hope of 
reconciliation. This can be harder than we think 
because we can say the words of love and con- 
cern but the feelings that really motivate us often 
tend more toward self-righteousness or anger. 
Self-righteousness allows us to operate from a 
position above the muck. It highlights the per- 
son's sin for us and makes us want to do some- 
thing to help them, while blinding us to our own 
sins or our own role in the problem. Anger is 
often connected to a need we have to see some- 
one corrected. We want to make them realize 
how much they have hurt someone, or make 
them pay in some way. Although we usually 
don't allow ourselves to think in those terms, 
those motivations are often still there. 

The only way we can avoid getting caught by 
some of these traps is to live with an ongoing 
sense of humility and a clear awareness of our 
own weakness and sin. We also need to remem- 
ber that we are forgiven and we depend on God 
in all of our living. Along with all this, we need a 
willingness to forgive and the ability to own our 
part in a conflict and to let go of the hurt that 
has been done to us by someone else. 

Now with all of this, we may tend to say "I 


can't do this. It's beyond me. I'm too imperfect 
to deal with anyone else's imperfections unless it 
has to do with hurting them back. No one but 
God can judge. So I'll just stay out of it." That is 
what many Christians and churches in today's 
world have tended to do. 

But that is not what Jesus tells us to do. He 
tells us to go out and look for that lost sheep. We 
are to do whatever we can to avoid losing a 
brother or sister from the family of God. Jesus 
calls us to do what we can to help people be 
healthy, whole people who have healthy rela- 
tionships in the family of God. 

It may sound impossible. But it's not, as long 
as we allow Jesus to help us with the process. The 
famous promise from verse 20, "Whenever two or 
three of you come together in my name , I am there 
with you was given specifically for this situation 
we are talking about today. It is not just a general 
promise about Christ's presence in worship or 
small group gatherings - although Jesus is pre- 
sent there too. What Jesus is talking about here is 
that when we as brothers and sisters take on the 
difficult task of reaching out to someone who is 
pulling away, someone who has hurt others and 
is probably hurting themselves, Jesus is there, 
empowering us in a special way. Jesus is there to 
help with our attitudes, to help us be caring peo- 
ple, to help us be humble people. 

With Jesus' help miraculous things can hap- 
pen. The lost sheep can be found, people within 
the family of God can have healthy and whole 
relationships. Jesus calls us to be here for each 
other. 



MERRILL UNGER 


To Choose This Way 


God sometimes gives us mountaintop experiences to call us back to 
Faithfulness or to confirm our following. 

A particularly faithful person crosses our path. 

We are shown a vision of what can be. 

We are challenged by the biblical story. 

We see a loving and caring community. 

We are awed by the beauty of nature. 

And from the mountain the words of Elijah come to us again. 

"How long will you go limping between two opinions? If the Lord 
is God, follow him; but if Baal, then follow him." (I Kings 18:21 
NRSV) 

To choose this way is to choose: 

Profit of a lasting kind 
A life of risk and fulfillment 
Life through sacrifice 
Power to live faithfully 

Working toward love in all our relationships 
Desiring peace and justice in all of life 
Finding freedom by living authentically 
Confidence for the future. 



P. KARUNA SHRI JOEL 


Do This One Thing 

Mark 16:15 , 13:10 • Matthew 28:20 


W hen I think of Christian preaching 
today, I am often disturbed because 
most of our preaching is done 
within the four walls of the church. 
Some of us hear message after message and con- 
tinue in our monotonous spiritual life. We fail to 
react with commitment to the call of God. 

Already 2000 years have gone by since Jesus 
told us to do this one thing. And it still remains 
fresh, because we have not yet done it. Jesus was 
very clear and powerful when he said, "Go into 
all the world and preach the gospel to all cre- 
ation" (Mk. 6:15). This is the most important 
task Jesus left for his church to do. Are we doing 
it at all? How are we doing it? What are we 
doing? There are millions of people who do not 
know the love of Jesus. According to statistics 
there are still more than 2000 tribes without the 
gospel. Among these more than 50% do not 
even have the Scriptures in their language. Yet 
the commission of Jesus Christ is clear that the 
universe must be evangelized. It pricks my heart 
when I think of God who sent his only Son Jesus 
Christ. Are we today encouraging and sending 
our children to be missionaries or to be mere pro- 
fessionals? What are we aiming at in our teach- 
ing and preaching? More than 60% of the peo- 


ple in our universe have yet to be reached. We 
can no longer keep quiet given this terrible fact. 
Could we not do something? How can we 
respond to this great Commission? 

Decide to become a disciple of Jesus 
Christ. 

Jesus plainly explains the cost of discipleship 
in Mark 8:34, "If anyone would come after me he 
must deny himself and take up his cross and follow 
me." The word "if" is an open invitation, there 
is no force in Jesus' gentle call. "If anyone" also 
shows the importance of each one's decision. 

When Jesus calls us and gives us an option to 
choose, he calls us with a definite purpose and 
gives us assurance. Therefore the call of God 
inspires us to decide. The prophet Isaiah, in 
spite of his inability, decided to go when he felt 
the touch of God and said, "Here am I. Send me." 
(Is. 6:7,8) Our God is a God of the possible and 
therefore our response should be positive. The 
second step is denying and emptying oneself. 
Denying oneself is the starting point of the cost 
of discipleship. As we "take up the cross and fol- 
low" we will be guided through. 

Jesus chose disciples who were young and 
energetic. They had enthusiasm and accepted 
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the challenge to give their lives. Today, some of 
the young and energetic are very insensitive and 
do not respond to Jesus' call. 

I am one of the products of missionary work 
here in India. The place where I was born, 
brought up and am living at presently is called 
the "Mission Compound." If no missionaries 
had came to India over one hundred years ago, I 
would have been bom into a different situation 
altogether. I would not have been what I am 
now. To put it briefly, I became a Christian, 
because I believed; I believed because I heard. I 
heard because someone preached; someone 
preached because they decided to come to India 
with the gospel of Jesus Christ. Therefore God 
gives us similar responsibilities. It was the strong 
convictions of the missionary workers which led 
me to become a full-time minister. And likewise 
today there are many people whose duty it is to 
carry on the task. 

Dear brothers and sisters, we have the mes- 
sage of life. Don't withhold it from those who 
need it. Let us decide to go out and reach those 
who have never heard. When you decide and 
are sure of your call and commitment the next 
step is: 

Preach the gospel 

There is only one important thing which the 
Lord Jesus Christ has entrusted to us, that is to 
preach and evangelize the whole world. Jesus 
introduced us to the mission field here on earth. 
His mission field is the whole world (whole cre- 
ation). The task that is given to us now is to 
preach the word of God. "Preaching" is one of 
the privileges given by God to his followers and 
disciples. The word "preach" means "to declare 
and to proclaim" the good news. Even Jesus' 
own message and mission was to preach the 


good news. The good news is that salvation 
comes through Christ Jesus the Lord. The Apos- 
tle Paul clearly cautions in II Corinthians 4:5 
"We do not preach ourselves , but Jesus Christ as 
Lord." And it is done with authority. Preaching 
is not done in isolation. "You shall receive power 
when the Holy Spirit has come on you" (Acts 1: 8). 
Therefore the Holy Spirit is the authority and 
power behind our preaching. There is power in 
the gospel to evangelize the world (Rom. 1:16). 
And the presence of God will be with us when we 
go out to preach, as it is promised by Jesus in 
Matthew 28:20. 

Now, the question is, what is happening to 
Christian preaching today? Are we preaching 
Christ our Lord? The Apostle Paul was a powerful 
and successful missionary who traveled around 
with the gospel and faced hardships, persecu- 
tions, and imprisonment. Yet he writes to Timo- 
thy his spiritual son, "Preach the Word; be prepared 
in season and out of season" (II Tim. 4:2). Paul's 
vision and mission was evangelism. What is our 
vision and what is our mission? The final com- 
mission of Jesus Christ is an ongoing program. 
Therefore we must teach and train others. 

Make disciples of Christ 

Jesus trained 12 young men and then the 70 
so in turn they could train other people to carry 
on the work. Paul had many converts, but he 
ordained elders and encouraged many people to 
carry on the task. Wherever he went, he not 
only preached, he also taught or trained. Our 
vision needs to be broadened and extended. We 
can not confine our mission to the four walls of 
the church, we need to reach the outside world 
and train others to go out to reach the 
unreached. This was exactly what Jesus intended. 
He trained and sent his disciples out to the 
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world. Now we need to follow his method and 
encourage young people to commit their lives 
for this great task. Our young people need to be 
trained to become evangelists and teachers 
according to their gifts and be sent out to preach 
the good news to the entire world. As Paul says 
it, we are "teaching everyone in all wisdom, so that 
we may present everyone mature in Christ" (Col. 
1:28). NRSV 

Now, my dear brothers and sisters, are you 
not ready to decide to become the disciples of 
Christ? Don't you feel sensitive to this great 
commission of Christ? How long can you sit 
back, remain aloof and uninvolved in Christ's 
mission? 

Are you willing to respond to this glorious 
task? If you are open and sensitive to his call, you 
would surely decide. Once you decide, you will 
definitely follow him, become a missionary and 
be part of this meaningful task. 

There are three categories of people here, 
young, middle aged, and older adults. All of us 
can become part of this task. 


Recently when I attended a revival meeting, 
one of the songs touched my heart more power- 
fully than the sermon. The meaning of the song 
goes like this: 

There are many in the world who 
do not know my name, 

There are very few to carry the 
gospel to them. 

Can any one of you decide to go 
to them and tell them of my love? 

Can any one? At least one of you? 

If you can not go, can you send 
someone who is willing to go? 

Can you support someone to go? 

Can you at least pray for these 
people to be reached some day? 

My dear brothers and sisters, I would repeat 
the same thing. Where do you stand? Are you 
not touched? Can you go and tell others of God's 
love? 

May the Lord touch you and lead you 
through. 


This may be Karuna's last sermon. It was written expressly for this collection. Karuna and her eight month 
old daughter Sneha died on Jidy 7, 1 996 as a result of a motor accident. She was at age 32 a spiritual giant. 
On less than one day's notice over 2000 people came to her funeral. A thanksgiving memorial service was 
held for them on Augsut 3 and over 1000 people came to give thanks for her influence and for how she had 
impacted their lives. Karuna will be remembered as a woman who made a difference in the kingdom of God. 

Elsie Ann Kroeker, an MBMS Mission Associate in India along with her husband, Werner, was instrumental 
in obtaining and submitting Karuna's sermon, testimony and picture. Of Karuna's death, she writes, "The 
loss to the MB conference in India is beyond comprehension. And to us too." 
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All of Us Are Witnesses 

Acts 2:1-24, 32-47 NRSV 


11 of us are witnesses. 

All of us are witnesses to the many 
changes and movements of God in 
the world around us. When future 
generations ask us about the opening 
of the Eastern block, we will be able to tell them 
the story of how the borders were opened and 
how the Wall came down. When they ask how 
our perception of the Soviet Union changed 
from that of the "Evil Empire" to that where the 
Soviet president could walk down a Washington 
D.C. street shaking hands, we will be able to tell 
them stories of politics and perestroika. When 
they ask us about the beginning of the end of 
apartheid in South Africa, we can tell them the 
story of Nelson Mandela and President De Klerk. 

All of us are witnesses to the many move- 
ments of the Spirit around us. 

The book of Acts tells us how faithful, devout 
Jews were coming to the city of Jerusalem for the 
festival of Pentecost. They came from every 
nation, to celebrate the Festival of Weeks which 
marks the fiftieth day after Passover and the har- 
vest of the first fruits of the season. They came 
upon a house where the followers of the one 
who called himself Jesus of Nazareth were stay- 
ing and heard from inside the house strange, 


bewildering things. There were a multitude of 
languages being spoken and yet the ones inside 
were all Galileans. They were speaking about 
God's power and deeds and yet the one they 
called the Christ had been killed 40 days before. 
"They are filled with new wine," was the com- 
ment, "there can be no other explanation." 

"It is all politics," we say, "nothing could 
really change South African apartheid that 
quickly." 

I held out for a long time in disbelief, assum- 
ing there would be little change in South Africa 
despite what President De Klerk said. I was one 
of the cynics watching the release of the political 
prisoners, thinking they would never dare release 
Mandela. And even with his release, I didn't 
believe he would be taken seriously. "It's all 
superficial," I said, "the South African govern- 
ment could never seriously consider a change so 
radical and so deep." But I and the other skep- 
tics were wrong. Politics or not, the changes 
have started. Politics or not, the anti-apartheid 
groups are meeting with the government groups 
to talk about the economy. New wine or not, the 
disciples are proclaiming that Jesus is risen, that 
he is not dead. Not drunk, but filled with ecstat- 
ic excitement, the followers of Jesus are pro- 
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claiming that it is indeed Jesus who is the 
expected Messiah. 

All of us are witnesses to the change and 
movement and presence of the Spirit around us. 
All of us are witnesses to the surprising ways in 
which God moves and acts. Who could have 
anticipated such things? Who could have plot- 
ted them out? Who could know where the wind 
will blow next? 

David and I struggled for years to have chil- 
dren. We went through tests, procedures, more 
tests, and medications. We were on quite a med- 
ical regimen to see if we could have a child. 
Emotionally exhausted, we took a break from it 
all, to see what was ahead, to see if we wanted to 
go on with any more medical options. Then, out 
of the blue, there came a call from a friend in 
Bakersfield. "Did we want to adopt a child? Did 
we want to adopt a child that would be bom in 
six months to a young high school girl who had 
decided she could not raise it?" In six months, 
we held Bryan and we became parents, not as we 
expected, not as we had planned and calculated, 
but fully and tmly parents, none the less. 

God does come. God does act. That is Peter's 
sermon to the crowd at Pentecost. "Fellow Israel- 
ites," he says, "let the entire house of Israel know 
with certainty that God has made Jesus both Lord 
and Messiah. God has raised from the dead the 
one who was crucified. Jesus is the long-awaited 
Messiah, the one who will bring all our enemies 
to our feet, the one who will bring about the 
reign of God. Listen, all you faithful and devout 
people. The reign of God is not coming in the 
way that you expect. The reign of God is coming 
through the one named Jesus who is the Christ. 
And the promise is for you, for your children, and 
for all who are far away, everyone whom the Lord 
our God calls to him" (Acts 2:32-39, paraphrase). 


God does come. God does act. But most likely 
not in the way we expect, not in the ways we 
predict. Whenever we gather together for com- 
munion, whenever we take the bread and the 
cup, we anticipate, as a body, the presence of 
God in and among us. Coming together at the 
table of the Lord is our way of opening ourselves 
to the presence of the Spirit and to its movement 
in our lives. But we do not know how that will 
be manifested. We do not know how we will be 
touched as a body. Who we are and how we are 
God's is in God's hands. We are but witnesses of 
all that takes place. We are only able to watch it, 
experience it, and proclaim it. We do not bring 
it about. 

As the United States of America we have set 
ourselves up as the protector of democracy, as 
the deliverer of freedom to the world. We have 
planned carefully how to bring that about; we 
have calculated our resources and our might and 
have invested it in countries we thought had a 
chance of moving towards democracy, countries 
that would respond to our help with a shift in 
the balance of power. And while we have been 
tinkering and plotting in Central America, in 
another corner of the world the Berlin Wall 
comes down, and the Eastern borders are open. 
While we are miscalculating the devastating 
effect of our actions in the Iran-Contra affair, the 
Spirit blows elsewhere and the power of God 
changes the shape of the world we live in. 

God does act. God does come. Whether we're 
there or not. Whether we are inside the house 
receiving the tongues of fire or whether we are 
outside watching it happen. There are times when 
all we can do is repent; there are times when all 
we can do is bow before the almighty presence of 
God and repent of our past actions that have been 
against God's presence and God's spirit, repent of 
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our actions which have hindered the Spirit, and 
be baptized into the new reality that is before us. 
Most likely, we will find ourselves receiving the 
good news in unanticipated ways rather than our 
calculated ways. God moves and acts and some- 
times we are but witnesses. 

But then we are given the power of witness- 
ing to others of the mighty acts we have seen. 
Then we are asked to repent and believe and pro- 
claim that what we have experienced is of God. 
The miracle of Pentecost, the birth of the church 
is that those who were outside heard and 
believed. They saw the events, heard the tongues 
of fire, and then were convinced by Peter that 
what they had seen and heard was of God. And 
they welcomed this message, repented, and were 
baptized, about three thousand of them. Accord- 
ing to Acts 2: 

They devoted themselves to the apostles' 
teaching and fellowship , to the breaking of 
bread and the prayers. Awe came upon 
everyone , because many wonders and signs 
were being done by the apostles. All who 
believed were together and had all things in 
common; they would sell their possessions 
and goods and distribute the proceeds to all , 


as any had need. Day by day ; as they spent 
much time together in the temple , they broke 
bread at home and ate their food with glad 
and generous hearts , praising God and hav- 
ing the goodwill of all the people." (42-47 a) 

That was the miracle of Pentecost — that so 
many who had anticipated God would come to 
them in the form of a King, as a new David, now 
were touched by God and believed he had come 
in the form of the crucified and resurrected 
Christ, the one they had known as Jesus. 

All of us are witnesses. We are witnesses to 
the many events around us which demonstrate 
the movement and action of God in our lives. 
We are witnesses to the surprising, new begin- 
nings which the Spirit brings to our lives, which 
require us to repent, to change our ways, and to 
follow one we previously thought was of no 
account. And all of us are witnesses as our lives 
and our words proclaim what it means to follow 
the one whom we call Christ, follow the one we 
knew as Jesus, the one who died and was then 
resurrected. May our lives reflect that change in 
direction, that new power, that following after 
the Jesus who calls us. 

Amen. 
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Cover Art Interpretation 

Pentecost 1990 

This painting was created by Janice Leppke as a visual reaction to a sermon delivered by Dena 
Pence Frantz in 1990. The content of the sermon dealt with God's intervention in the events of the 
world just preceding the date of the sermon. The radically changing politics of South Africa and the 
Soviet Union along with the fall of the Berlin Wall were given as examples of how God works to cre- 
ate new pentecosts in times and places where hope for change might have been lost or unexpected. 

"God does come. God does act. But most likely not in the way we expect, not in the ways we pre- 
dict. . . We are but witnesses of all that takes place. We are only able to watch it, experience it, and 
proclaim it. We do not bring it about." (Pence Frantz, 1990) 

Janice says of her painting, "It came to me while Dena was preaching and I immediately sketched 
it and then went home and began painting. To me sermons are never complete without a response 
factor. This piece was painted to be a religious piece." When the painting was completed and hung 
in the sanctuary where it was given birth, one of the men said, "We didn't need a sermon, the paint- 
ing itself was enough of a sermon." Pentecost 1990 has enhanced the worship in many services at the 
College Community Mennonite Brethren Church in Clovis, CA. The original painting is currently 
on display at the Mennonite Brethren Biblical Seminary in Fresno, CA. The repeated black and white 
images of Pentecost 1990 used throughout the book are a symbol of our varying responses to the spo- 
ken word of God. 

Janice Leppke has been painting seriously for ten years using water color as her primary medium. 
Her work is exhibited at various places in Fresno, including the Door Art Gallery. She is a member of 
College Community M.B. Church in Clovis, CA. Janice and her husband, Ken, have three daughters. 
For the past six years she has been adjunct faculty in the Teacher Education Department and the Art 
Department at Fresno Pacific College. Recently she began working for the Mennonite Central Com- 
mittee out of the West Coast office as Resource Developments Coordinator. 



Testimony 


I am P. Karuna Shri Joel, mar- 
ried, mother of three chil- 
dren, working as a full time 
minister in the MB Conference 
in India. 

I was born to God-fearing 
Mennonite Brethren parents in 
India, on the 8th of February, 

1964 in Wanaparthy. My father, 

S.S. Krupiah and my mother, 

B.D. Kanthamma have taught 
in the MB high schools in India for 30 years. 

When I was doing my 12th standard I 
thought to myself that I should go to Bible 
School and learn the Word of God. It was mere 
interest that led me to Bible School. As I was 
doing my pre-theology at MB Bible School, 
Shamshabad, I realized some strong force within 
myself encouraging me to go for further Biblical 
studies. One day God spoke to me and said, 
"even though you never thought that you would 
continue in Biblical training, it is Me who is call- 
ing you to full-time ministry." This inner force 
clearly led me to commit myself into the mighty 
hands of God and dedicate my life to him. 

Saying 'yes' to God often means saying 
'good-bye' to many things of this world. There- 


fore I decided along with my 
parents' consent to pursue fur- 
ther theological training in 
order to equip myself for God's 
ministry. 

At the age of 21 I was 
married to P. Menno Joel, a ser- 
vant of God, on May 20, 1985 
at my home town. I would call 
my marriage a "miracle." The 
interesting part of my marriage 
was that it was arranged without any knowledge 
on my part. It's not strange in India to have 
arranged marriages without the consent of the 
girl. Another interesting thing was that the per- 
son whom I married was my teacher in my pre- 
theology course at Shamshabad. My first reaction 
to this proposal was, "No, he was my teacher and 
he must be much older than me, how am I going 
to get married to this man?" My father replied, 
"You probably did not pray for this man thus far, 
but you know I have been praying for this man 
for one year, and miraculously this proposal 
came from his parents." Then I immediately said 
"yes" to this. I was surprised and realized the 
promise, that you did not choose this man, but 1 
chose to give him to you, to share your life 
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together. And certainly I would say that it is per- 
fectly God's will for my life for me to have this 
wonderful husband. 

I am grateful to God for this miraculous will 
of God, and I am always thankful for the won- 
derful life partner with whom I am sharing not 
only my life but God's ministry together. Praise 
the Lord! I was able to do most of my theological 
studies after my marraige. My family and chil- 
dren were never a hindrance to my studies; this 
was a true blessing from God to me. This is not 
common with many married Indian women. 

One of the strongest reasons leading me to go 
for higher theological studies was that there are 
very few women in the MB Church in India who 
have done theological studies. Therefore I 
thought I should go for further studies to equip 
myself better to motivate young men and women 
to study. There is a great need in the Church 
today to study the Word of God, and a quest for 
a deeper theological understanding of the Word. 

Another important reason for doing further 
studies was my experience with different aspects 
of the role of women in the Church. In my opin- 
ion there is an urgent need for a radical rethink- 
ing of the Church's theology and biblical under- 
standing in relation to women. Therefore I feel it 
is essential to have theologically trained women 
in the church who have an awareness of their 
potential and value as individuals. Furthermore 
this awareness can be developed by exposing the 
ideas in the programs and policies of the church 
by women's active and responsible participation. 

The Indian culture, though it respects women 
in general, in some of its cultural norms and 
practices does not accept women who expose 
their talents and gifts. And even in the church 
today there is a lot of discrimination between 
men and women and their participation. 


This was a burning desire in my mind, and 1 
was seeking an answer for the role of women 
from the scriptures. Theological training also 
helped me to understand this issue. To under- 
stand church structures we need to go back into 
history. In the early church it was not a taboo for 
women to hold offices in the worshipping con- 
gregations. Jesus Christ, the person on whom the 
church was founded, did not regard women as 
inferior. We don't find any reference or sugges- 
tion in the Gospels to that effect. On the other 
hand we find Jesus giving important responsibil- 
ities to women, defying all existing social norms. 
Along with the 12 apostles he had a group of 
women who followed him. Women were also 
entrusted with the task of communicating the 
message of the resurrection. Even in the early 
church, in the times of Paul, there were women 
leaders. But as church organizations evolved into 
established forms, the existing customs of the 
society were absorbed into the church. 

In my theological studies, I specialized in 
homiletics. Here again, this was a challenging 
decision. In the MB churches in India, preaching 
done by women is not accepted. But I still hope 
the day will come. Right now I can at least teach 
students how to preach through Homiletics and 
other related Christian Ministry subjects at the 
Mennonite Brethren Centenary Bible College in 
Shamsabad. This is the fulfillment of my desire. 

The theme of my thesis was An Assessment of 
Lay Involvement in the Preaching in Selected Congre- 
gations of Mennonite Brethren Churches in Andhra 
Pradesh. The reason for choosing this topic was 
that the role of laity in the church has become a 
universal phenomena. The laity's participation 
in the ministry of preaching is a significant move 
towards the total task of the church. And lay 
involvement in the ministry of preaching is one 
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of the contemporary issues of the Mennonite 
Brethren Churches in Andhra Pradesh. This issue 
needs to be answered in the light of exegetic 
principles and through empirical study. 

I completed my Bachelor of Theology course 
in South India Biblical Seminary, Bangarapet, 
Bangalore from 1982-1984. I did my Bachelor of 
Divinity course at Andhra Christian Theological 
College, Hyderabad from 1987-1990. From 1992 
-1994 1 completed my Masters Degree at United 
Theological College, Bangalore, India. 

My desire and dream for Indian women is 
that I will be able to encourage them to explore 
their talents and gifts and also provide a basic 
perception of the status and role of women in 
India. I would like to tell them that "you are 
okay to be a woman and you are precious in the 
sight of God." 

Secondly, through my ministry with women 
I hope to develop a clear understanding of the 
biblical experiences and message for women. I 
also want to equip women with basic skills in 
analyzing the dynamics of social processes and 
provide a working knowledge of basic principles 
and practices. 

Thirdly, I would like to enable women to find 
training designs that are relevant and applicable 
to their own situations. I believe in mutual sub- 
mission and love. Therefore I would like to 
encourage both men and women to come out of 
their shells! 

I believe and hope that the Indian women, 
particularly Mennonite Brethren women, will 
very soon find the way to exercise their equality 


and their talents for the extension of God's king- 
dom. 

Presently, I am working as an executive secre- 
tary for the Mennonite Brethren Women's Con- 
ference in India. This involves working closely 
with the various women's groups in the churches, 
encouraging women to develop their leadership 
qualities and talents for the ministry of God. In 
the villages we are trying to motivate women to 
come out of their ignorance and superstitions. 
We are doing this through seminars, workshops, 
conferences, retreats, etc. This is a challenging 
ministry in which to be involved. 

I am also currently involved in literature min- 
istry. We have a monthly magazine called 
Suvarthamani, the official spiritual magazine of 
the MB Conference of India. A few months ago I 
was appointed chief editor for this magazine. For 
this I write articles for women and children along 
with other editing responsibilities. The purpose 
of having the magazine is to nurture men, 
women, youth, and children through spiritual 
insights and tmths. We have over 1000 sub- 
scribers since 1988. 

These responsibilities allow me to do a lot of 
thinking, writing, traveling and participating in 
meetings which sometimes result in criticism, 
tensions, and also compliments. Above all God's 
continuous grace sustains me to bear everything 
and anything. I am a small vessel in his mighty 
hands. 

Written three months prior to her death. 
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" All Are Witnesses is a powerful testimony of profound faith by women committed to Jesus Christ. They tell sto- 
ries of deep wrenching pain and the constancy of God's grace and care. The sermons reveal the shared wisdom 
of faith - well thought-through, Biblically-based, carefully-researched; in tune with today's personal, family, 
and worldwide issues. There is a sense of an exploding faith by talented women whose gifts are already recog- 
nized by The Church, or, whose gifts are on the verge of emergence. 1 found faith that takes risks, asks ques- 
tions, explores new territories. Here are expressions of vulnerable faith - willing exposures and reflections on 
mothers as role models, grief about childlessness, joy in child birth, losses in relationships, failures and success- 
es in life, tough Biblical materials of infidelity, bleeding, rape, incest, intimacy. All Are Witnesses is a rare and 
highly-appreciated testament of joyful devotion; an authentic testimony of faith. It calls for life-changing 
responses by those who can hear." -Roselia Wiens Regier, Executive Director of Jubilee: God's Good News 

"God speaks through women and men. The prophetess Huldah in the Old Testament and Mary the mother of 
Jesus in the New Testament are examples of women as God's spokespersons. Different convictions about 
women's role in leadership not withstanding, a book of sermons by women is an important voice in addressing 
the contemporary situation. The more global representation, as found in this book, is especially notable." 

-Elmer Martens, Professor Emeritus, Mennonite Brethren Biblical Seminary 

It has been a privilege to read these sermons. I've been inspired, challenged, impressed, enlightened, and 
encouraged by the depth of insight and facility with language these gifted servants of God have shared. I've 
learned about wheat and tares, about being freed not only "from" but "for," about living deeply even to death, 
about sharing our suffering and triumph so others, too, may feel their suffering is understood and their tri- 
umph is assured, about giving thanks before the victory as Daniel did, about breaking barriers, winning people 
back, and much more. The metaphors and similes - birthing, zwiebach, special and ordinary vessels - speak 
clearly to women and men." -Malinda Nikkei, Former Associate Professor at Tabor College 


"Guess what. God's Word doesn't always sound bass. Sometimes it sounds soprano. Here's proof." 

-Wally Kroeker, Editor of the Marketplace 


"Here is abundant confirmation that God's gifts to the church are distributed to all of its members. These ser- 
monic insights captured in print are a fitting legacy and tribute to Karuna Joel of India- and others like her who 
have gone before. I welcome the challenge and the encouragement of these important voices speaking to the 
Mennonite Brethren Church and beyond." -Edmund Janzen, Professor of Biblical Studies, Fresno Pacific University 
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